ZERO TO THREE

Critical Competencies
for Infant–Toddler
Educators™
Young children can thrive in high-quality early childhood
programs. And the benefits don’t stop there. High-quality
early learning experiences set a foundation for success
in school and in life. Effective educators are the key to
creating experiences that optimize infants’ and toddlers’
development. ZERO TO THREE Critical Competencies
for Infant-Toddler Educators™ (Dean, LeMoine, &
Mayoral, 2016) detail the essential knowledge and skills
they need to be effective.

The Critical Competencies:
• Support educators who work in group settings
(center-based and family child care homes) with
infants, toddlers, or both

This brief provides an overview of the ZERO TO
THREE Critical Competencies for Infant–Toddler
Educators™ in five sections:
1. Critical Competencies’ Focus
2. Critical Competencies’ Foundation
3. Relationship to Other Relevant Criteria
4. Organization and Content Excerpts
5. Using the Critical Competencies
www.zerotothree.org/CriticalCompetencies

• Focus on pedagogy—the method and practice of
teaching
• Detail essential and observable skill sets that
effective early educators use to optimize babies’
and toddlers’ (1) social-emotional, (2) cognitive,
and (3) language and literacy development
• Feature considerations for supporting high-needs
populations and multi-language learners

Critical Competencies’ Focus
The Critical Competencies focus on a subset of
teacher-child interaction skills because:
• Strong teacher-child interactions within these
Photo © Kiwi Street Studios
areas of learning and development are most
closely associated with children’s success in
school and life, particularly for children at risk (Campbell & Ramey, 1994; Curby et al., 2009;
Hamre & Pianta, 2007; LoCasale-Crouch et al., 2007; Mashburn et al., 2008).
• Early educators need to acquire culturally and linguistically competent knowledge and skills to
intentionally support infants and toddlers raised in multilingual and multicultural environments.
• Infant and toddler educators need access to information on how to apply foundational
knowledge in a group setting, what infant-toddler teaching and learning looks like in practice,
and what specific skills educators need to optimize children’s learning opportunities.
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The Critical Competencies advance the call from the Institute of Medicine (IOM) and National
Research Council’s (NRC) committee report Transforming the Workforce for Children Birth Through
Age 8: A Unifying Foundation (2015) to increase supports for the infant-toddler workforce, to develop
specialized competencies for this population building on core competencies for the early care and
education workforce, and to ensure that these competencies address the cross-cultural skills needed
to work with diverse populations.

Critical Competencies’ Foundation
The Critical Competencies build on the foundation provided by ZERO TO THREE’s Cross-Sector Core
Competencies for the Prenatal to Age 5 Field (ZERO TO THREE, 2015) which were generously funded
by First 5 Los Angeles and present a universal set of core competencies necessary for all prenatal-5
service providers. The Cross-Sector Core Competencies describe essential knowledge, skills, and
attitudes that any professional working with young children needs, in eight domains as illustrated in
Figure 1.

Figure 1. Critical
Competencies Build
on the Foundation of
the Cross-Sector Core
Competencies

Critical Competencies
Specialized Competencies:
Sector, Discipline, Role,
and Age-Specific Skills

Cross-Sector Core Competencies
Shared Fundamentals:
Foundational Core Knowledge,
Skills, and Attitudes
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Relationship to Other Relevant Criteria
ZERO TO THREE’s Critical Competencies also embrace and integrate the principles set forth in the
Irving Harris Foundation’s Diversity-Informed Infant Mental Health Tenets (n.d.; reproduced with
permission of the Irving Harris Foundation). These 10 Tenets provide a diversity, inclusion, and fairness
lens that can and should be applied to all practices and services aimed at supporting infants, toddlers,
and their families. Some Tenets’ details are explicitly called out throughout the Critical Competencies
to highlight examples of how inclusive teaching methods and practices can apply a diversity, inclusion,
and fairness lens.
The Critical Competencies also build on professional criteria for the early childhood field, giving
consolidated and easily understood guidance. In partnership with the organizations below, the Critical
Competencies are crosswalked with:
• National Association for the Education of Young Children’s (NAEYC) Standards for Early
Childhood Professional Preparation (NAEYC, 2009)
• Council for Professional Recognition’s Child Development Associate (CDA) Credential™
Competency Standards (n.d.)
• Michigan Association for Infant Mental Health’s (MI-AIMH) Competency Guidelines® (2014)
• Division for Early Childhood’s (DEC) Recommended Practices in Early Intervention/Early
Childhood Special Education (2014)
• WestEd’s Program for Infant/Toddler Care’s (PITC) topics and objectives (n.d.)
• Collaborative for Understanding the Pedagogy of Infant/Toddler Development’s (CUPID)
Draft Competencies for the Infant/Toddler Workforce (2015)
• Center for the Study of Social Policy’s Strengthening Families™ Protective Factors (n.d.)
It is important to note that the Critical Competencies also include links to the child development
outcomes described in the new Head Start Early Learning Outcomes Framework (U.S. Department
of Health and Human Services, 2015), and suggested alignment with infant and toddler teacher
observation tools including:
• Quality of Caregiver-Child Interaction for Infants and Toddlers (Q-CCIIT) draft indicators
(Atkins-Burnett et al., 2015)
• Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS®) tool for infants (Hamre, La Paro, Pianta, &
LoCasale-Crouch, 2014)
• Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS®) tool for toddlers (La Paro, Hamre, &
Pianta, 2012)
• Infant/Toddler Environmental Rating Scale–Revised Edition (ITERS-R; Harms, Cryer, &
Clifford, 2006)
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Organization and Content Excerpts
The Critical Competencies are organized in three learning and development areas and
13 sub-areas as illustrated in Figure 2.

Figure 2. Critical Competencies
Areas and Sub-Areas

Critical Competencies Sub-Areas
Supporting Social–Emotional Development
1. Building Warm, Positive, and Nurturing Relationships
2. Providing Consistent and Responsive Caregiving
3. Supporting Emotional Expression and Regulation
4. Promoting Socialization
5. Guiding Behavior
6. Promoting Children’s Sense of Identity and Belonging

Supporting Cognitive Development
7. Facilitating Exploration and Concept Development
8. Building Meaningful Curriculum
9. Promoting Imitation, Symbolic Representation, and Play
10. Supporting Reasoning and Problem Solving

Supporting Language & Literacy Development
11. Promoting Communication Exchange
12. Expanding Expressive and Receptive Language and Vocabulary
13. Promoting Early Literacy

Each of the three learning and development areas include:
• an overview of the developmental area for infants and toddlers and
• a summary of infant-toddler educators’ role in supporting development in the area.

Sample Excerpts
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Each of these 13 sub-areas include:
• specific and detailed, pedagogy-focused skill statements that help educators understand
what the competency looks like in their day-to-day interactions;
• content that directly supports those who work with high-needs populations;
• suggestions for working with dual-/multi-language learners; and
• examples in practice with young infants, mobile infants, and toddlers.

Sample Excerpts
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Using the Critical Competencies
The evidence-based ZERO TO THREE Critical Competencies for Infant-Toddler Educators™ can
be used by all stakeholders to build a shared understanding of what effective and specific teaching
skills that support infants’ and toddlers’ social-emotional, cognitive, and language and literacy
development look like. The Critical Competencies provide concrete skill statements and practice
examples to help these professionals and those that support them successfully bridge the knowledge
to practice process. Table 1 summarizes additional potential uses of the Critical Competencies by
stakeholder roles.
Table 1: Potential Uses of ZERO TO THREE Critical Competencies for Infant-Toddler Educators™
Stakeholders

Additional Potential Uses

Individual educators

Reflect on current practice, assess current competencies, identify areas for growth, and
plan for professional development

Program administrators

Specify competencies for roles and job descriptions; reflect on and evaluate staff
performance; frame and record professional development needs, plans, goals, and
achievements

Professional preparation and development
(training, technical assistance, and higher
education) providers

Inform and frame professional development goals, objectives, expected outcomes, and
other elements of content and design; categorize and publicize opportunities

Organizations/institutions/ agencies that
design or deliver professional development

Set or align professional development content; ensure aligned requirements; coordinate,
categorize, and align offerings; facilitate modularized, stackable, transferable offerings and
articulation agreements

Professional development systems

Assess current offerings and identify overlaps and gaps; plan for priority needs;
categorize, promote, and track opportunities; frame expectations of competency and
career progression

A central tenet of the early care and education field is the individual context at the heart of each child’s
development. Similarly, the individual context of early childhood educators, programs, communities,
and systems influence the potential uses of ZERO TO THREE Critical Competencies for InfantToddler Educators™. To be meaningful, these competencies (and truly any standards) must be
used appropriately in the unique context of the individual educator, program, agency, organization,
institution, community, or system.
ZERO TO THREE’s Early Childhood Workforce Innovations department can help your organization
use this competency framework to analyze your existing workforce supports and target professional
development priorities that are strategic and aligned with your workforce goals. Our team of
Workforce Innovations experts use their diverse and extensive experience to take an innovative
approach that:
• centers on the range of early childhood workforce characteristics and their specific
professional needs;
• uses implementation and improvement science to enhance system efficiency,
accountability, and fidelity; and
• offers a global perspective while honoring your unique context.
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Work with ZERO TO THREE to plan your professional development offerings for 2017 and beyond.
With a suite of products and services based on the ZERO TO THREE Critical Competencies for
Infant-Toddler Educators™, we will create a flexible and cost-effective program that will support
your workforce needs and goals for years to come. Visit www.zerotothree.org/CriticalCompetencies
or contact workforce@zerotothree.org to learn more about how the ZERO TO THREE Critical
Competencies for Infant-Toddler Educators™ suite of products and services can be part of your
long- and short-term professional development plans and offerings.

About ZERO TO THREE
ZERO TO THREE works to ensure all babies and toddlers benefit from the family and community
connections critical to their well-being and development. Since 1977, we have advanced the proven
power of nurturing relationships by transforming the science of early childhood into helpful resources,
practical tools, and responsive policies for millions of parents, professionals, and policymakers.
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