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Critical Competencies 

The ZERO TO THREE Critical Competencies for Infant-Toddler 
Educators™ describe what educators can do to make the most of 
teacher–child interactions 

Support educators 
who work in group 

settings (center-based 
and family child care 
homes) with infants, 

toddlers, or both 

Focus on pedagogy—
the method and 

practice of teaching 

Detail essential and 
observable skill sets 

that effective 
educators use to 

optimize babies’ and 
toddlers’ social-

emotional, cognitive, 
and language and 

literacy development 

Emphasize 
considerations for 

supporting high-needs 
populations and 
multi-language 

learners 
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Critical Needs, Opportunities, & Competencies 
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Needs Opportunities Competencies 
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Critical Needs & Opportunities  

How do we advocate for, develop, and 
implement partnerships, policies, and 
systems that respect the differences and 
also build common ground? 
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Consistent 

Competency 

Expectations 



Creating the Critical Competencies  
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3 primary sources to inform and enhance 
development 

1. Current evidence base 

2. Workforce and systems status 

3. Expertise 
• ZERO TO THREE’s board and staff expertise 
• Organization and pilot partners’ expertise 
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Specialized Competencies Build on Core  
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Overarching Principles: Irving Harris Foundation’s 
Diversity-Informed Infant Mental Health Tenets 

 
Awareness     
  
      
 Readiness 
 
Tenet 1: Self-awareness leads to better services 

for families.  
 

Intentionality 
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Critical Needs, Opportunities, & Competencies 
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Source: Reprinted and adapted with permission from Transforming the Workforce for Children Birth 
Through Age 8: A Unifying Foundation, Institute of Medicine and National Research Council, 2015, p. 
430, by the National Academy of Sciences, courtesy of the National Academies Press, Washington, DC.  

ZERO TO THREE 
Critical Competencies 
for Infant-Toddler 
Educators™  

National Consensus 
Focus 

ZERO TO THREE 
Cross-Sector Core 
Competencies for the 
Prenatal to Age 5 
Field 



Critical Competencies’ Features 
• Specific teaching practices that support social-

emotional, cognitive, and language and literacy 
development of babies and toddlers 

• Detailed descriptions of observable skills of infant-
toddler educators 

• Considerations for serving high-needs populations 
and dual-/multi-language learners 

• Summaries of foundational knowledge, attitudes, and 
competencies from ZERO TO THREE’s Cross-Sector 
Core Competencies for the Prenatal to Age Five Field 

• Crosswalks with related ECE criteria, tools, and 
example child outcomes 
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Critical Competencies Model 
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Area/Sub-Area Content 

• Overview of the developmental area for infants and toddlers 

• Summary of infant–toddler educators’ role in supporting development 
in the area 

• Specific, pedagogy-focused skill statements 

• Considerations for working with high-needs populations and dual-
/multi-language learners 

• Examples in practice with young infants, mobile infants, and toddlers 
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Tenets underpin the Critical Competencies’  
Additional Considerations 
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3. Work to Acknowledge Privilege and Combat Discrimination               
4. Recognize and Respect Nondominant Bodies of Knowledge  
5. Honor Diverse Family Structures  
6. Understand That Language Can Be Used to Hurt or Heal  
7. Support Families in Their Preferred Language  
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Suggested Relationships with State CKCs 
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• High-level 

overview of 
relationship 
between criteria 
for all states with 
CKCs 

• More detailed 
alignment, to the 
level of student 
outcomes, done 
with pilot states 
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Suggested Relationships with State CKCs 
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Drafted for 47 states’ with CKCs 
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In Process … Development and Piloting 

• ZERO TO THREE Reflection Tool™: Critical Competencies 
• Professional Development Modules (in-person and 

scenario-based e-Learning) 
• Training-of-Trainers and Trainer Certification 
• Faculty Institutes 
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ZERO TO THREE is already an: 
 Accredited Provider by IACET (approved CEU provider) 
 Recognized Training Organization by the National Workforce Registry Alliance 
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4 State Pilot Partners 
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1. Arkansas 
2. Nevada 
3. Ohio 
4. Pennsylvania 



 THANK YOU! 

Early Childhood Workforce Innovations department  
ZERO TO THREE • 1255 23rd Street, NW, Suite 350 • Washington, DC  20037 
202-638-1144 • www.zerotothree.org/ECWI • workforce@zerotothree.org  



ZERO TO THREE’s  
Early Childhood Workforce Innovations Department 

The Early Childhood Workforce Innovations department:  
• Supports your efforts to build, implement, and enhance cross-sector early childhood professional 

development systems and workforce supports 
• develops pioneering products such as ZERO TO THREE’s Critical Competencies for Infant-

Toddler Educators™  
• provides customized training and technical assistance to states and communities 
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About ZERO TO THREE 

For close to 40 years, ZERO TO THREE’s mission has been to transform the science of early childhood development into practical 
resources and responsive policies for millions of parents, professionals, and policymakers.   
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