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FOREWORD 
 
 
Thank you for your interest in this Grade 6 position in the Department of 
Education. At present we are seeking to appoint 1 full-time Grade 6. 
 
The role of the Grade 6 will be to lead the development and implementation of 
the Executive Early Learning and Childcare Strategy that supports the needs 
of children and more affordable childcare for parents/families.  
 
The post holder will be supported by a team comprising 3 G7s, 3 DPs, 2 SOs 
and 1 EOI (the resource capacity of the unit is currently under review). They will 
report to the Grade 5, Director of Early Years, Childcare and Children and 
Young People’s Directorate. They will also have regular direct engagement with 
the Deputy Secretary (Head of Reform and Resources Division), DE Top 
Management Group, and the Minister and his Special Advisor in order to deliver 
the highest quality early learning and childcare services possible, within the 
budget made available by the Executive. There will also be regular attendance 
at the DE Committee, the All Party Group on Early Education and Childcare, 
and early years forums as well as meetings with key stakeholders across the 
sector.  
 
The post will have a heavy workload which will require dedication and a 
commitment to long hours. Given the nature of the work it requires a high level 
of interaction with politicians and political parties, senior officials across the 
NICS and the early years and childcare sector.  
 
 
 
Applications are invited from candidates who meet the eligibility criteria which, 
along with the selection process, are set out in this booklet. Please read the 
information provided in the booklet carefully and if you are interested in this 
exciting opportunity, I would encourage you to apply. 
 
 
 
Signature 
Grade 5, Director of Early Years, Childcare and Children and Young People’s 
Strategy Directorate. 
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BACKGROUND 
 
The Department of Education (DE) 
 
The Department of Education (DE) is responsible for the central administration 
of education and related services. The Department’s main areas of 
responsibility are in pre-school, primary, post primary and special education, 
the youth service, the promoting of community relations within and between 
schools, and teacher education. 
 
Its primary statutory duty is to promote education and to ensure the effective 
implementation of education policy. 
 
DE has lead policy responsibility for the development of an Executive Early 
Learning and Childcare Strategy. This is a high-profile policy area as reflected 
in the following commitments:  
 
The New Decade New Approach (NDNA): “the executive will publish a 
Childcare Strategy and will give immediate priority to developing arrangements 
to deliver affordable, responsive, high-quality provision of early education and 
care initiatives for families with children aged 3-4.”  
 
The draft Executive Programme for Government 2024-2027: “The Executive 
will develop an Early Learning and Childcare Strategy which improves provision 
and includes two high-profile targets: supporting the development of our 
children to give every child the best start in life, while supporting more 
affordable childcare. This will ensure that parents and carers can access more 
affordable childcare that meets their needs.”  
 
The Independent Review of Education: Recommendations 2 and 15 propose 
the expansion of early years education and additional childcare support to help 
more parents get into work.  
 
The Executive Children and Young People’s Strategy 2020-2030 also 
recognises the importance of establishing the foundations for positive health 
and well-being outcomes at an early age. 
 
Early years education and learning is a strategic priority for the Department of 
Education. Every CHILD, the Department of Education’s Corporate Plan 
2023-28 places importance on the early years and aspires to ‘Develop an Early 
Years partnership approach – educators, health providers, parents, families 
and communities, working together to ensure all children are supported in 
their early development so they are ready to learn when they reach school 
age’.  
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The report of the expert panel on educational underachievement ‘A Fair Start’ 
was agreed by the Executive and published by DE in June 2021 and contains 
13 wide-ranging early years actions.  
 
The Executive Early Learning and Childcare Strategy is the vehicle through 
which these ambitions commitments are to be delivered. It will be subject to 
Ministerial and Executive scrutiny throughout the development phase and will 
require Executive agreement at conclusion. In advance of this, and to inform 
the development of the full strategy, the Executive has committed to putting in 
place interim measures which ease current pressures on early learning and 
childcare providers and families. There is a significant amount of work to be 
progressed now on further developing and implementing these interim 
measures as well as formulating a draft strategy and implementation plan for 
Executive consideration and public consultation in the autumn of 2025.  
 
There will be engagement with a wide range of Northern Ireland stakeholders 
including early learning and childcare providers, service users, Political Parties 
(including the All-Party Group on Early Education and Childcare), Trade Unions 
and other Government Departments. There will also be a requirement to 
engage with senior colleagues in England, the Devolved Administrations (DAs) 
and the Republic of Ireland (RoI), to identify learning from their experience in 
developing and delivering similar policies/programmes.  
 
Evidence gathering will help inform decisions around issues such as necessary 
changes to legislation (primary and secondary) and guidance; the capital build 
investment needed; the level of regulation of the sector; interaction with the 
welfare benefits system and associated eligibility checks; the span of options 
to be developed and costed; plans and assessment of the resource (staff) 
investment required to deliver the strategy.  
 
In addition (and in parallel), there is a need to ensure that stability is maintained 
throughout the period of transformation and that progress is made to ensuing 
the long-term sustainability of the early learning and childcare sector.  
 
This work will be a core element of the services that the NI Executive and 
Department of Education will deliver for the citizens of Northern Ireland during 
the remaining period of the Assembly mandate. 
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Organisation Chart 
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JOB DESCRIPTION 
 
There is currently 1 permanent, full time vacancy. 
 
Further appointments may be made from this competition should NICS 
positions become vacant which have similar duties and responsibilities. 
 
Applications Invited From 
 
 
Trawls are open to all staff in all grades and disciplines who consider that they 
meet the eligibility criteria. Staff who have been advised by their Department in 
writing that they have been excluded from promotion/selection are excluded 
from the field of consideration. 
 
 
Salary and Allowances 
 
£65,409 - £71,353 per annum 
 
Salary will be within the above range.  Pay progression will be as per current 
NICS pay policy.  Starting salary on appointment will be determined by 
promotion, re-grading or downgrading terms.  Please refer to the Pay and 
Grading Chapter of the Staff Handbook. 
 
Location 
 
The post holder will be based at Rathgael House, Bangor.  The Department of 
Education offers flexibilities in line with the NICS Hybrid Working Policy which 
will be available to the post holder.  
 
 
Hours of Work 
 
The normal conditioned hours of work are full-time: 37 hours excluding meal 
breaks Monday to Friday.  Most offices work flexi-time. 
 
Travel  
 
The successful candidate must have access to a form of transport which will 
enable them to fulfil their responsibilities. 
 
 
 
 
Trial Period 
 
On transfer as the result of a trawl you will serve a 12 month trial in your new 
post. This will commence from the date of placement. At the end of the trial 
period both you and the employing Department or Branch will consider whether 
the posting should be made permanent. 
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If the posting is not made permanent, the officer will be transferred back to the 
former grade/discipline (where applicable) but will remain in their new 
Department (where applicable).  Only where absolutely necessary will the 
officer be considered for a return to their former Department or, if necessary the 
wider NICS. 
 
Further Information 
 
Applicants wishing to learn more about the post before deciding to apply may 
telephone  or email 

 
 
If you have any questions about the competition process, you should contact 
HRConnect on 0800 1 300 330 or email: recruitment@hrconnect.nigov.net. 
 

Section 40 (2) Section 40 (2)

mailto:recruitment@hrconnect.nigov.net
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KEY RESPONSIBILITIES 
 
 
Main job activities will include: 
 
• Setting direction, leading and managing this high-profile strategic work 
and overseeing the high-quality delivery of the team’s activity;  
• Providing high quality recommendations and advice to the Minister, 
Special Advisor and the Top Management Group of the Department of 
Education in relation to all aspects of early years and childcare policy.  
Building on existing relationships with senior colleagues in England, HMRC and 
the other Devolved Administrations and Republic of Ireland, including 
benchmarking with their respective models, to understand the associated pros 
and cons and the resilience (or otherwise) of each respective model.  
• Meeting with NI Political Parties directly as required as well as 
engagement via the wider NI political system through a variety of routes 
including the All Party Group on Early Education and Childcare and the 
Assembly Committee structures. This will involve providing detailed written and 
oral briefings on operational and legislative progress (as required) to large 
groups and the preparation of strategic papers for presentation to the 
Executive.  
• Engaging with the early years and childcare sector to assess and ensure 
they are in in a position to deliver high quality early learning and childcare 
provision, and have the capability and capacity, in accordance with regulations, 
to deliver the service to ensure better outcomes for children as part of the first 
stages of a child’s education journey.  
• As part of the improvement agenda, evaluating the work programme and 
continuing to develop ‘next steps’ proposals which reflect Executive priorities 
and the direction of travel within the sector.  
• Development and delivery of interim measures to ease current 
pressures on childcare providers and parents, including reviewing and 
evaluating the work carried out to date in order to manage the transition from 
the interim measures to longer-term strategy proposals and sector 
sustainability.  
• Assessing options for longer-term early learning and childcare provision 
in NI; development of plans to deliver the strategy and assessment of value for 
money, resources required by DE and the sector to deliver same, the legislation 
required (primary and secondary), timescales, risks, and milestones etc for 
presentation to the Minister and the Executive;  
• Significant cross-departmental engagement at senior level, particularly 
with the Departments for Communities (DfC), Economy (DfE), Health (DoH) 
and Finance (DoF), in order to ensure the Strategy meets their requirements.  
• Drafting the final Strategy for Executive consideration and take forward 
the subsequent consultations and Impact Assessments.  
• Developing a comprehensive management approach to ensure good 
governance of the suite of projects to deliver the Strategy.  
• Responsibility for sourcing external delivery partners/providers as and 
when required and overseeing and evaluating progress.  
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The above list is not exhaustive but gives a good indication of the main 
duties of the post. The emphasis on particular duties will vary over time 
according to business needs. 
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ELIGIBILITY CRITERIA 
 
Applicants must, by the closing date for applications: 
 

1. Have at least 2 years’ senior management* experience of working at 
both a strategic and operational level in an area where they have 
developed a detailed understanding of the relevant legislation, guidance 
and policies relating to early learning (aged 0-4) or childcare services; 

AND 
 

2. Experience of leading a significant** policy development, policy 
evaluation or policy delivery; 

 
AND 

 
3. At least 2 years’ senior leadership level experience demonstrating your 

effectiveness at providing expert and detailed advice to senior 
colleagues***, or taking decisions personally, on strategic issues 
concerning the organisation; 
 

AND  
 

4. A minimum of 2 years’ experience at senior management* level of 
effective and collaborative partnership working, demonstrating the ability 
to establish partnership networks, engage, manage and influence senior 
internal and external stakeholders to successfully achieve strategic 
outcomes.   

 
 
* Senior management is defined as experience gained at the top management 
levels of an organisation; reporting directly to a Chief Executive or the Board of 
an organisation; a member of the senior management board of an organisation;  
in the Northern Ireland Civil Service, working at Grade 7 level. 
 
**Significant is defined as policy support or delivery of a strategic departmental 
objective as articulated in a strategic departmental plan.  
 
 
*** Senior colleagues is defined as a Chief Executive or a Board in an 
organisation; in the Northern Ireland Civil Service this would include providing 
advice to Ministers, Senior Officials and Departmental Boards. 
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SHORTLISTING CRITERIA  
 
 
In addition, applicants should be aware that after an eligibility sift, should it be 
necessary to shortlist candidates to go forward to the next stage of selection, 
the following shortlisting criteria will be used in the order listed  
 

1. The Panel will carry out an objective evaluation of the depth and 
breadth of information provided by candidates in response to eligibility 
criterion 1. 

 
2. The Panel will carry out an objective evaluation of the depth and 

breadth of information provided by candidates in response to eligibility 
criterion 2. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Please note: 
 

• It is essential that you clearly demonstrate in your application form 
how and to what extent (including dates where applicable) you 
meet each of the essential criteria and shortlisting criteria for the 
post. 

• You must provide sufficient details to allow the panel to assess 
how well you meet these requirements. 

• It is the responsibility of the candidate to ensure the application 
form is completed appropriately, candidates are therefore strongly 
advised to demonstrate each criterion in the section of the form 
that specifically addresses that criterion. 

• If you do not clearly demonstrate in your application form that you 
meet all the essential criteria and if necessary, the shortlisting 
criteria you will not be invited to interview. 

• Only the details provided by you for the eligibility and shortlisting 
criteria, in Part 3 of your application form will be available to the sift 
panel. 

• No additional information or evidence provided in support of your 
experience will be considered at any time after the closing date for 
applications. 
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PERSON SPECIFICATION 
 
Candidates will be expected to demonstrate the skills and competencies set out 
in the eligibility criteria and shortlisting criteria (if applicable).  In addition, they 
will also be required to demonstrate the skills and competencies set out in the 
Northern Ireland Civil Service (NICS) competence framework at Level 4 for the 
purposes of personal and professional development. 
 
Head of Early Learning and Childcare Strategy Unit is analogous to Grade 6 in 
the NICS. 
 
What is the NICS competence framework? 
 
The competence framework sets out how all NICS employees should work.  It 
puts the Civil Service values of integrity, honesty, objectivity and impartiality at 
the heart of everything they do, and it aligns to the three high-level leadership 
behaviours that every civil servant needs to model as appropriate to their role 
and level of responsibility: Set Direction; Engage People and Deliver Results.  
Competencies are the skills, knowledge and behaviours that lead to successful 
performance.  The framework outlines ten competencies, which are grouped 
into three clusters.  The competencies are intended to be discrete and 
cumulative, with each level building on the levels below i.e. a person 
demonstrating a competence at level 3 should be demonstrating levels 1 and 2 
as a matter of course. 
 
The Northern Ireland Civil Service competence framework can be accessed 
through www.nicsrecruitment.org.uk 
 
It is important that all candidates familiarise themselves with the 
competence framework as this forms the basis of the assessment / 
interview criteria as outlined below. 
 

https://irecruit-ext.hrconnect.nigov.net/pages/content.aspx?Page=NICS-Competency-Framework
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INTERVIEW CRITERIA 
 
 
The selection process will include a presentation and a competence-
based interview.  
 
PRESENTATION 
 
As part of the selection process candidates will be required to make a 
presentation relevant to the responsibilities of the post lasting no longer than 7 
minutes.  Candidates will be advised of presentation topic when they report for 
interview and will be given a maximum of 30 minutes to prepare for their 
presentation.  Candidates should therefore report for interview at least 45 
minutes earlier than their scheduled interview appointment to allow time to 
prepare their presentation. 
 
A flipchart and writing materials will be provided for candidates’ use.  No 
personal documentation may be brought into the pre-interview room.  
Candidates will be allowed to bring any flipchart sheets and some short 
speaking notes into the interview room for assistance during the presentation 
(but note that use of the flipchart is not mandatory).  No other materials or visual 
aids will be permitted. 
 
The presentation will be used to assess the Leading and Communicating 
competence. 
 
 
Leading and Communicating 
 
At all levels, effectiveness in this area is about leading from the front and 
communicating with clarity, conviction and enthusiasm. It is about supporting 
principles of fairness of opportunity for all and a dedication to a diverse range 
of citizens. At senior levels, it is about establishing a strong direction and a 
persuasive future vision, managing and engaging with people with honesty and 
integrity, and upholding the reputation of the Department and the NICS. 
 
Marks available:  20     
 
 
COMPETENCE BASED INTERVIEW 
 
The selection panel will design questions to test the applicants’ knowledge and 
experience in each of the following areas below and award marks accordingly. 
 
 
1. Seeing the Big Picture 
 
Seeing the big picture is about having an in-depth understanding and 
knowledge of how your role fits with, and supports, organisational objectives 
and the wider public needs. For all staff, it is about focusing your contribution 
on the activities which will meet Departmental and Programme for Government 
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goals and deliver the greatest value. At senior levels, it is about understanding 
the political context and taking account of wider impacts, including the broader 
legislative agenda, to develop long term implementation strategies that 
maximise opportunities to add value to the citizen, support economic, 
sustainable growth and help to deliver the Northern Ireland Executive’s 
priorities. 
 
Marks available:  20     
  
 
 
 
2. Making Effective Decisions 
 
Effectiveness in this area is about being objective, using sound judgement, 
evidence and knowledge to provide accurate, expert and professional advice. 
For all staff, it means showing clarity of thought, setting priorities, analysing and 
using evidence to evaluate options before arriving at well-reasoned, justifiable 
decisions. At senior levels, leaders will be creating evidence based strategies, 
evaluating options, impacts, risks and solutions. They will aim to maximise 
return while minimising risk and to balance political, legislative, social, financial, 
economic and environmental considerations to provide sustainable outcomes. 
 
Marks available:  20    Minimum Standard:  12 
 
 
 
 
3. Managing a Quality Service 
 
Effectiveness in this area is about being organised to deliver service objectives 
and striving to improve the quality of service, taking account of diverse 
customer needs and requirements. People who are effective plan, organise and 
manage their time and activities to deliver a high quality and efficient service, 
applying programme and project management approaches appropriately and 
effectively to support service delivery. At senior levels, it is about creating an 
environment to deliver operational excellence and creating the most 
appropriate and cost effective delivery models for public services. 
 
Marks available:  20    Minimum Standard:  12 
 
 
4. Collaborating and Partnering 
 
People skilled in this area create and maintain positive, professional and 
trusting working relationships with a wide range of people within and outside 
the NICS, to help to achieve business objectives and goals. At all levels, it 
requires working collaboratively, sharing information and building supportive, 
responsive relationships with colleagues and stakeholders, whilst having the 
confidence to challenge assumptions. At senior levels, it is about delivering 
business objectives through creating an inclusive environment, encouraging 
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collaboration which may cut across departmental, organisational and wider 
boundaries. It requires the ability to build constructive partnerships and effective 
relationships with Ministers and their Special Advisers. 
 
Marks available:  20     
 
 
 
5. Changing and Improving 
 
People who are effective in this area are responsive, innovative and seek out 
opportunities to create effective change. For all staff, it is about being open to 
change, suggesting ideas for improvements to the way things are done, and 
working in ‘smarter’, more focused ways. At senior levels, this is about creating 
and contributing to a culture of innovation and allowing people to consider and 
take managed risks. Doing this well means continuously seeking out ways to 
improve policy development and implementation and building a more flexible 
and responsive NICS. It also means making use of alternative delivery models 
including digital and shared service approaches where possible. 
 
Marks available:  20     
 
 
Total Marks Available:  140 
Overall Pass Mark:  84 
 
 
 
 
INTERVIEWS DATES 
 
It is intended that interviews for this post will take place in Rathgael House, 
Bangor during week commencing <<date>>. 
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INTERVIEW GUIDANCE FOR APPLICANTS 
 

If this is your first experience of a competence-based interview, bear in 
mind that it does not require you to: 
 

• Talk through previous jobs or appointments from start to finish; 
• Provide generalised information as to your background and experience; 

or 
• Provide information that is not specifically relevant to the competence       

the question is designed to test. 
 

A competence-based interview does however require you to: 
 

• Focus exclusively, in your responses, on your ability to fulfill the      
competences required for effective performance in the role; and 

• Provide specific examples of your experience in relation to the required      
competence areas. 

 
In preparation for the interview you may wish to think about having a clear 
structure for each of your examples, such as: 
 

• Situation – briefly outline the situation; 
• Task – what was your objective, what were you trying to achieve; 
• Action – what did you actually do, what was your unique contribution; 
• Result – what happened, what was the outcome, what did you learn. 

 
The panel will ask you to provide specific examples from your past experience 
in relation to each of the competences. You should therefore come to the 
interview prepared to discuss in detail a range of examples which best illustrate 
your skills, abilities and experience in each competence area. You may draw 
examples from any area of your work / life experiences. 
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SELECTION PROCESS 
 
Making your application 
 
The application form is designed to ensure that applicants provide the 
necessary information to determine how they meet the competition 
requirements and the eligibility/shortlisting criteria. 
 
Guidance for Applicants 
 
• We will not accept CVs, letters, additional pages or any other supplementary 

material in place of or in addition to completed application forms. 
• Information in support of your application will not be accepted after the 

closing date for receipt of applications. 
• HRConnect will not examine applications until after the closing deadline. 
• Do not use acronyms, complex technical detail etc.  State for the reader who 

may not know your branch or your job.  
• State clearly your personal involvement in any experience you quote.  State 

“I” statements e.g. I planned meetings, I managed a budget, I prepared a 
presentation.  It is how you actually carried out a piece of work that the panel 
will be interested in. 

• The examples you provide should be concise and relevant to the criteria. 
This is very important as the examples which you provide may be explored 
at interview and you may need to be prepared to talk about these in detail if 
you are invited to interview.  It is your unique role the panel are interested 
in, not that of your team or division. 

• Where a qualification forms part of the eligibility/shortlisting criteria, 
candidates will be required to provide documentary evidence, if invited to 
interview. 

 
Application Form Submission 
 
You can apply online at www.nicsrecruitment.org.uk.  
 
• Please refer to the Candidate Information Booklet before completing an 

application.  
• All parts of the application form must be completed by the applicant before 

this application can be considered. Failure to do so may result in 
disqualification.  

• All applications must be submitted by the advertised closing date.  
• Only the eligibility and shortlisting sections will be made available to the 

panel (delete as appropriate). 
• When completing the online application, your information is saved as you 

move through the pages. You may leave the application at any time, 
providing you have clicked on the 'Save & Continue' button. Once your 
application has been submitted the option to edit will no longer be available.  

• Please note - the session timeout for the online application is 40 minutes, if 
you do not save or change page within this time you will automatically be 
logged out and any unsaved work will be lost. 

• Please do not attempt to reformat application forms as this will result in 
disqualification. 

http://www.nicsrecruitment.org.uk/
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Communication between HRConnect and you 
 
HRConnect will issue electronically as many competition communications as 
possible, you should therefore check your email account to make sure that you 
don’t miss any important communications in relation to this competition. There 
may, however, still be a necessity to issue some correspondence by hard copy 
mail. 
 
Transgender Requirements 
 
Should you currently be going through a phase of transition in respect of gender 
and wish this to be taken into consideration in confidence to enable you to 
attend any part of the assessment process please contact HRConnect. Details 
of this will only be used for this purpose and do not form any part of the selection 
process. 
 
Further appointments from this competition 
 
Where a further position in the NICS is identified during the lifetime of the 
competition which has the same location, skills and experience requirements 
to that outlined in this candidate information booklet, consideration may be 
given to filling the position from this competition.   
 
Disability Requirements 
 
Any candidate who because of a disability cannot complete the application 
form in its current format should contact HRConnect. 
 
Vetting Procedures 
 
1. Baseline Personnel Security Standard 
 
The successful candidate will be required to be cleared to Security Check (SC) 
/ Counter Terrorist Check (CTC) / Developed Vetting (DV) (delete as 
appropriate) level. 
 
<<Insert if applicable>> 
 
<<Basic Disclosure Certificate 
 
You should not put off applying for a post because you have a conviction. We 
deal with all criminal record information in a confidential manner, and 
information relating to convictions is destroyed after a decision is made. Further 
information regarding policy on the recruitment of ex-offenders and  the vetting 
process is available at www.nicsrecruitment.org.uk in Recruitment Policy and 
Procedures manual.       
 
Security Policy for AccessNI Disclosure Information is available at 
www.nicsrecruitment.org.uk under Useful Information.   
                                                                                                                           

http://www.nicsrecruitment.org.uk/
http://www.nicsrecruitment.org.uk/
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The AccessNI code of practice can be accessed via 
www.nidirect.gov.uk/accessni 
 
Order of Merit 
 
The selection panel will assess the information presented by the candidate at 
interview against each selection criterion. A score will then be allocated against 
each selection criterion and a total interview score derived accordingly.   
Following the interview process HRConnect will add the score achieved at 
interview to the score(s) achieved in any other assessment(s) where applicable. 
Those candidates who achieve the overall competition and (if appropriate) 
individual criterion pass mark(s) will be deemed suitable for appointment 
subject to the number of posts to be filled. HRConnect will then publish the list 
on the portal and allocate a candidate (or candidates) to a vacancy (or 
vacancies) in merit order. The findings of the competition cease to be valid on 
the day on which a new competition is advertised or 2 years from the date of 
publication of the initial list, whichever is earlier. 
 
Feedback 
 
Feedback in respect of eligibility/shortlisting will be communicated 
automatically to those candidates who fail to satisfy any criteria.  All other 
requests for feedback are welcome. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.nidirect.gov.uk/accessni
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Contact details:  
 
If you have any queries regarding the competition process please contact 
HRConnect by: 
 
Email: NICS@HRConnect.nigov.net   
Tel: 0800 1 300 400 
Fax:  028 9024 1665 
 
 

mailto:NICS@HRConnect.nigov.net
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