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This entire document can also be downloaded at no cost from the Vermont Northern Lights Career Development
Center website: http://northernlightscdc.org The core competencies grids (section III) are also available on our
website as writable PDF documents to download and use.

Core Competencies for Early Childhood Professionals became effective on August 1, 2005 and were reviewed in
2007-08. These revised competencies became effective July 1, 2008 and remain in effect until further notice.
To ensure continued quality and relevance, this document will be reviewed before the end of 2013.

Connecting Professional Development for Early Childhood and Afterschool Professionals
Generously supported by the Child Development Division, Department of Children and Families, Vermont Agency of Human Services
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VERMONT NORTHERN LIGHTS CAREER DEVELOPMENT CENTER

CORE COMPETENCIES FOR EARLY CHILDHOOD PROFESSIONALS

I.  INTRODUCTION 

Welcome to the Northern Lights Career
Development Center’s core competencies for
Vermont’s early childhood professionals. This book
provides information about the competencies and
can be used as an assessment tool as well.         

The Northern Lights Career Development Center is
Vermont’s unified system of  professional
development for early childhood and afterschool
professionals.  Its goal is to support and enhance the
development of  a quality, statewide professional
development system.  This system should be
consistent, accessible and comprehensive in meeting
the needs of  early childhood and afterschool
professionals from entry to advanced levels.  

Northern Lights Career Development Center
welcomes learning about your experiences using this
document and the core competencies.  We are
collecting them to put on our website for others to
see and share.  You can send us an email at:
vtnlight@ccv.edu or call 802-241-4661.

A.  WHAT ARE CORE COMPETENCIES?

Core competencies are one of  the basic tools of
professionals – those who work with children and
their families and those who support them.  

Who is a professional?  All professionals have:

•  a base of  knowledge 

•  defined standards of  practice

•  the ability to adapt as the standards and
knowledge base grow and change

•  connection with a defined community of
colleagues within that profession 

Core competencies provide the knowledge base and
standards of  practice all professionals need and share.  

The ‘core’ is the foundation.  Many professionals who
have been in the field a long time also develop more
advanced skills and even specialties beyond the core.
Credentials and endorsements are examples of
specialties that come from the core knowledge base.

WWhhaatt  ddooeess  aa  ““ccoorree  ccoommppeetteennccyy””  iinncclluuddee??    

Actually, “core competencies” are the essential
components in a framework that describes the
knowledge and skills needed by professionals in the
field.

Core knowledge refers to the big chunks: the
knowledge needed by professionals to effectively work
with young children and their families.  There are 5
core knowledge areas that encompass Vermont’s core
competencies for early childhood professionals.  

Subheadings are helpful in breaking the core
knowledge areas into smaller chunks. They describe
the component parts that make up the core
knowledge area.

Core competencies are the smallest pieces.  They
describe the core knowledge specifically.  They are
also called standards of  practice.  Core competencies
are concrete and achievable.  They detail the
observable skills, values and attitudes needed by
professionals in order to provide high quality services.
In this book we also added examples of  how you
might see these core competencies in practice.

VERMONT NORTHEN LIGHTS CAREER DEVELOPMENT CENTER C o r e  C o m p e t e n c i e s
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Level III

Level I

Level II

Level IV

Level V

Level VI

Levels sort the core competencies in order from
entry level to advanced.  This document details level
I, II and III core competencies and describes Level
IV, V and VI competencies.  Inside the front cover of
this document is the Northern Lights Career Ladder,
which shows the education and experience related to
each level.  

This diagram illustrates how each of  the 5 core
knowledge areas make up the whole and how each
level builds on and expands from the level below it.  
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CCaann  yyoouu  sshhooww  mmee  tthhee  ccoorree  ccoommppeetteenncciieess  iinn  aa  nnuuttsshheellll??

Not quite, but the table below shows an overview of  the early childhood core competencies.  Here you will see the
five core knowledge areas (the big chunks), the subheadings (the smaller chunks) and the levels (that relate to the
career ladder).  The numbers below represent each core competency, listed sequentially by level within core
knowledge area.

CORE KNOWLEDGE AREA LEVEL I LEVEL II LEVEL III

Child Development

How children develop 1 – 7 18 – 26 38 – 41

Influences on child development 8 – 13 27 – 31 42 – 47 

Individual variance 14 – 17 32 – 37 48 – 53 

Families & Communities

Relationships 1 – 4 14 – 19 27 – 32

Communication 5 – 9 20 – 23 33 – 36 

Community involvement & resources 10 – 13 24 – 26 37 – 38

Teaching & Learning

Interactions 1 – 8 30 – 37 61 – 67  

Learning environment 9 – 15 38 – 47 68 – 73 

Curriculum & content 16 – 25 48 – 54 74 – 81 

Assessment 26 – 29  55 – 60 82 – 85

Healthy & Safe Environments

Healthy environments & health needs 1 – 5 25 – 29 45 – 49 

Safe environments 6 – 12 30 – 33 50 – 53

Nutrition 13 – 21 34 – 40 54 – 60

Physical activity 22 – 24 41 – 44 61 – 63 

Professionalism & Program Organization

Professionalism 1 – 11 23 – 33 50 – 57

Working with staff and colleagues 12 – 15 34 – 39 58 – 63 

Program organization & administration 16 - 22 40 – 49 64 – 72



HHooww  ddoo  yyoouu  ggeett  ccoorree  ccoommppeetteenncciieess??    

You can attain or develop core competencies in many
different ways. Some of  these are: 

•  Work experience with regular reflection on that
work experience

• Participation in professional development activities
such as workshops, conferences, in-service
trainings, seminars, or college courses

• One-on-one learning activities such as receiving
guidance and coaching from a supervisor or
mentor  

B.  WHERE DO CORE COMPETENCIES

COME FROM? 

Core knowledge and core competencies are based on
what the professional community and research
indicates is the basic set of  skills, knowledge and
attitudes necessary to work with young children and
their families.  

The Northern Lights Core Competencies for Early
Childhood Professionals were originally released in
August 2005.  They were researched and written by 
a workgroup of  the Professional Preparation and
Development Committee, a subcommittee of  the
Early Childhood Workgroup.  

In September 2007 a new, interdisciplinary committee
was convened to review the competencies and the
booklet and make recommendations based on how
the materials have been received and used.  Drafts
were again reviewed by members of  the Professional
Preparation and Development Committee.  The
current document reflects these committees’ input
and efforts. 

The groups used a variety of  resources, including the
professional development work of  several other
states, national health and safety standards, national
professional recognition standards and the Vermont
Department of  Education early childhood educator
endorsement competencies.  

The participants from both groups are listed at the
end of  this booklet and specific resources consulted
are in the bibliography.

C.  WHY DO WE HAVE THEM?

The core competencies are one part of  the system
defining quality early childhood and afterschool
services in Vermont.  The core competencies connect
to other standards for quality services.  Just as
regulations are part of  the standards for programs,
and learning standards are part of  the standards for
children’s outcomes, the core competencies are an
important part of  the standards for professionals.
Information about how core competencies and other
standards of  quality inter-connect are found near the
end of  this document in Section V, part D. 

Core competencies can strengthen the whole
professional development system.  Core knowledge
areas and core competencies play an essential role in
creating a consistent professional development
system statewide.  When professionals have and use
well-defined competencies, it means there is
agreement about the expectations of  the
professionals working with young children.  

D. WHO ARE THEY FOR?

The core competencies can be used by everyone
working in the field of  early childhood - classroom
teachers, home visitors, adult instructors, mentors,
family child care providers, para-educators, special
educators, supervisors, sponsors of  professional
development, presenters and others.  They apply to
you whether you are working with young children,
assessing your learning needs, developing job
descriptions, providing supervision, organizing a
program, planning to teach a class or otherwise
supporting an early childhood or afterschool
professional. 

VERMONT NORTHEN LIGHTS CAREER DEVELOPMENT CENTERC o r e  C o m p e t e n c i e s
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Practitioners and professionals working directly with
children and families (teachers, providers, caregivers,
home visitors, paraprofessionals and others) can use
the competencies to assess their own skills,
knowledge and attitudes, then identify their learning
needs and strengths and create professional
development plans to address those needs and
strengths.

Supervisors, administrators, mentors and others 
who provide support to practitioners can use the
competencies to provide orientation; develop job
descriptions; evaluate performance; assess strengths,
challenges and learning needs; and support
individuals in creating professional development
plans.

Instructors and those who sponsor or plan professional
development can use the competencies to design and
evaluate course content, and to organize professional
development opportunities so that participants have
a range of  opportunities to develop their core
competencies.

Early Childhood Core Competencies are also useful
to home visitors.  Home visitors include a wide range
of  prevention and early intervention professionals
who come from different disciplines such as early
intervention, education and special education, health,
mental health, family support and social services.
They are welcomed into the homes of  families with
young children in order to provide information,
support and resources. Though home visitors share
many of  the skills, knowledge and dispositions
required of  early childhood professionals who work
with young children in groups, they need additional
expertise for many reasons.

Home visitors are in contact with families – and
often with many members of  a family, more
frequently than other early childhood professionals.
Therefore, they often develop close relationships
with them.  Home visiting requires professionals to
be skilled adult educators, as well as child educators.
The core knowledge areas of  teaching and learning,

health and safety are framed differently when the
professional, the family members and their home and
their routines are all contributing to the child’s
development.  Family-centered and family-driven
practices should be used.  Finally, when the family’s
home is also the work setting, professional boundaries
may need to be considered differently.

Though this document cannot fully include all of  the
guidance needed for home visitors, these competencies
can steer their practice. Please also go to the
Northern Lights Career Development Center website
(http://northernlightscdc.org) and use the Home
Visiting link to find other resources for home visitors.

AAbboouutt  ccoommppeetteenncciieess  aanndd  eemmppllooyymmeenntt

It is important to keep in mind that core competencies
are not a job description.  

The core competencies provide preparation for the
full range of  positions and settings in the profession,
at each level.  However, a specific position may not
require a professional to use all the competencies for
that level.  On the other hand, a position may require
additional specific, specialty competencies to be
effective in a job.  It depends on the situation.    

It is useful to seek to have competence in as many of
the core competencies as you can, because then you
have a strong foundation in the field of  early
childhood and may have more options for different
job responsibilities.

Employers may find the core competencies useful in
creating or more clearly defining job descriptions.
They might also be useful during performance
evaluations. Employers may review their job
descriptions to consider how they align with the levels
of  the career ladder and the corresponding core
competencies.  

VERMONT NORTHEN LIGHTS CAREER DEVELOPMENT CENTER C o r e  C o m p e t e n c i e s
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E. HOW DO CORE COMPETENCIES

CONNECT WITH CREDENTIALS? 

The “core” refers to the skills, knowledge and
attitudes that are central to the profession and should
be mastered by all professionals in the field.  There
are two core competency documents in Vermont: one
for early childhood professionals and one for
afterschool professionals.  

The competencies for early childhood apply to all
professionals working with young children and their
families.  In this book, competencies are described
for a range of  knowledge and skill levels, from entry
level staff  through seasoned staff  with many years of
experience and education.      

The competencies for afterschool apply to
professionals working with school age children,
beginning with the kindergarten year, providing
services in before-school, afterschool or summer
programs. They are designed to serve entry level staff
persons and build up to competencies typical of
afterschool program administrators. 

There are also two specialty competency documents
in Vermont. 

The competencies for early childhood and family
mental health describe specialty competencies that
overlap with and enhance the core competencies.
They apply to service providers working to support
families with young children ages birth to eight.
These competencies range from foundation level to
specialist.

The competencies for program directors describe
specialty competencies that overlap with and enhance
the core competencies for early childhood and
afterschool professionals.  They will be completed in
2009.

As people specialize in a particular role or job, they
add more field-specific competences to their core
competencies.  Specialties are based on the core
competencies with additional skills and knowledge
added. For example, those wanting to specialize in
program administration could first look at the
professionalism and program organization core
knowledge area, then continue their professional
development by completing the program director
credential, which is based on the program director
specialty competencies.  

All of  these competency documents and
information about specialized credentials can be
found at the Northern Lights web site at
http://northernlightscdc.org which is updated
regularly.

C o r e  C o m p e t e n c i e s
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F.  HOW CAN THIS DOCUMENT BE USED?

This document is useful as a reference for anyone
wanting to learn about competencies, their purpose,
how they are structured and how they are used.  The
frequently asked questions sections, list of  resources,
glossary and other parts of  the introduction will also
be useful to readers.  The entire document is
available for download on the Northern Lights
website http://northernlightscdc.org under core
competencies.

The core competencies themselves, the heart of  
this document, are formatted in a grid to use as 
an assessment tool for Level I, Level II or Level 
III competencies.  People can use it to assess
themselves, and mentors or supervisors can use it 
to assess and guide other professionals. In each core
knowledge area (for example, Child Development),
the Level I competencies are listed first, then Level II
and then Level III.  

For each area, examples are provided to illustrate
how different professionals at the different levels in
different settings may show how they use their
competence.  These are only examples – and are not
meant to be exclusive or complete, but merely to
show some of  the possibilities that might exist. 

At any level, a person could find his or her skills or
knowledge of  that competency to be 

• “new” – the competency is not something the
person is familiar with

• “emerging” – the competency is familiar but not
always evident 

• “solid” – the competency is well established and
routinely evident

The appropriate box can be checked, perhaps with a
date, to indicate a person’s strengths and areas for
further growth.  These pages are also available as
writable PDF documents on the Northern Lights
website, so you can download, save and type in them
yourself.   

In using the assessment tool, it is important to know
that even experienced professionals might not be
“solid” with each competency at each level.
Competency is gained over time from a combination
of  education, experience and reflection. Even after
taking a Level I, II or III professional development
activity you might not yet be “solid” with the
competencies at that training level.  An honest,
accurate assessment is the most useful way to help
plan future professional development.  The self-
reflection that is part of  the self-assessment process,
also can inform individuals about the best ways one
learns.

Earlier in this introduction, (section D, “Who are they
for?”) there is information about the different
professionals who would use these core competencies
and how they might use them.  

Some other ways competencies can be used:

•  Instructors ask their adult students to do the self
assessment in class or as homework and bring it
back to discuss.  Then the students together,
review their self-assessments, and start the process
of  identifying priorities, professional development
goals, and action steps to create Individual
Professional Development Plans (IPDP).

•  At a staff  meeting of  a large early childhood
program, each team takes one core knowledge
area and assesses their teams’ knowledge and skills
in that area, adding examples from their practice.
Teams report back to the rest of  the staff  and
reflect on their combined skills and areas for
growth.  A plan is made for how those staff
members with the most knowledge and skills in
an area, might share them with the group. Skills
and knowledge that many staff  need are also
identified and added to a staff  training schedule.  

•  In planning to do a presentation or course for
adults, instructors use the core competencies to
identify objectives they will address, based on the
level of  the students they will teach.

VERMONT NORTHEN LIGHTS CAREER DEVELOPMENT CENTER C o r e  C o m p e t e n c i e s

7



8

C o r e  C o m p e t e n c i e s VERMONT NORTHEN LIGHTS CAREER DEVELOPMENT CENTER

•  Documentation of  professional development
forms are created before each presentation or
workshop, with the core knowledge areas and
subheadings to be addressed identified on them.
After the workshop, participants get a signed copy
to have a record of  the content of  that workshop
and on the back of  the form, have room to write
their reflections about the workshop and how
they will apply what they learned.

•  An organization that sponsors training uses the
core competencies as a framework to review past
trainings and plan future trainings.  Were all core
knowledge areas and subheadings addressed?
Which areas should be addressed in the future?

•  A curriculum is assessed to learn which core
competencies are included.  This informs the
sponsor or instructor how this particular
curriculum fits with the other training within the
field of  early care and education.

•  A new certificate recognizing a specialty area of
knowledge and skills is being developed.  The
committee creating this certificate first identifies
the competencies necessary to be awarded this
certificate and how they will be assessed.   Then
current training is identified that already includes
these competencies.  If  needed, new training is
created to address competencies not yet
addressed.

•  A review committee is seeking to recognize
people’s skills and knowledge for equivalent
coursework or experience, outside of  a prescribed
course of  study.  The review committee can assess
the skills and knowledge of  the candidate on the
basis of  whether they have met the competencies
that align with the prescribed course work.

Northern Lights Career Development Center
welcomes learning about your experiences using 
this document and the core competencies. We are
collecting them to put on our website for others 
to see and share. You can send us an email at:
vtnlight@ccv.edu or call 802-241-4661.
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A. THE CORE KNOWLEDGE AREAS AND

SUBHEADINGS

There are five core knowledge areas (“the big chunks”),
each of  which has a number of  subheadings (“the
smaller chunks”).  Together they provide the
structure for the core competencies.  They are
defined below.

CCoorree  kknnoowwlleeddggee  aarreeaa  11::    CChhiilldd  DDeevveellooppmmeenntt

Early childhood professionals have an understanding
of  how children develop and the factors that are
involved in development.  They use their
understanding of  child development combined with
their knowledge of  each child as an individual to
support children’s overall development.

This knowledge area is divided into three subheadings: 

A. How Children Develop addresses the principles
and process of  development, developmental
norms and milestones, and the theoretical
explanations of  development.  

B.  Influences on Development addresses the
environmental factors that play a role in
development, including the family culture and
relationships.   

C.  Individual Variance addresses the factors within
the child that play a role in development,
including temperament and resiliency.

CCoorree  kknnoowwlleeddggee  aarreeaa  22::    FFaammiilliieess  aanndd
CCoommmmuunniittiieess

Early childhood professionals understand that
children are members of  a family and that both the
family and the program are part of  a community.
They work in partnership with families by
communicating respectfully and by sharing
information and resources that support children and
families.      

This knowledge area is divided into three subheadings:

A.  Relationships addresses the central role of  the
family and the importance of  relationships with
and between families that recognize family culture
and family strengths.

B.  Communication addresses communication
practices that build respectful relationships.

C.  Community Resources and Involvement addresses
the role of  the early childhood program in
connecting the family with the community and
the resources it holds, within a team philosophy.

CCoorree  kknnoowwlleeddggee  aarreeaa  33::  TTeeaacchhiinngg  aanndd  LLeeaarrnniinngg

Early childhood professionals understand that the
substance of  teaching and learning is in the
combination of  interactions, routines, and experiences
in children’s daily lives.  

This knowledge area is divided into four subheadings:

A.  Interactions addresses the role of  relationships
with children as the foundation of  their ability 
to explore, play and learn.

B.  Learning Environment addresses environments for
children that are age appropriate, predictable,
understandable and rich in materials that support
growth and learning. 

C.  Curriculum and Content addresses the strategies
used to create programs for children that match
each child’s unique approach to learning and
include the subject areas of  early childhood
education with age-appropriate learning standards.     

D.  Assessment addresses the use of  observation and
reflection to plan, develop and assess curriculum
and to assess children’s growth and learning.

II.  THE CORE KNOWLEDGE AREAS, SUBHEADINGS AND LEVELS
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CCoorree  kknnoowwlleeddggee  aarreeaa  44::    HHeeaalltthhyy  aanndd  SSaaffee
EEnnvviirroonnmmeennttss

Early childhood professionals use practices that
protect children and promote health, including good
nutrition and physical activity.  

This knowledge area is divided into four subheadings:

A.  Healthy Environments and Health Needs addresses
strategies to create and maintain environments
that are free of  health hazards, knowledge of
and collaboration with community health
resources, and practices to meet the health needs
and health issues of  children and families.   

B.  Safe Environments addresses strategies to create
and maintain environments that are free of
safety hazards with respect to the age and
abilities of  the children, knowledge of  and
collaboration with community safety resources,
and practices to meet the safety needs of
children.  

C.  Nutrition addresses the development of  eating
skills, standards of  nutritional needs and serving
size for different ages, safe and age-appropriate
food service and knowledge of  and collaboration
with community resources regarding food and
nutrition 

D.  Physical Activity addresses the role of  physical
activity and rest in children’s growth and learning
and collaborating with families to support
children’s physical needs.  

CCoorree  kknnoowwlleeddggee  aarreeaa  55::    PPrrooffeessssiioonnaalliissmm  aanndd
PPrrooggrraamm  OOrrggaanniizzaattiioonn

Early childhood professionals understand they have
the responsibility to provide services that meet or
exceed standards of  practice and support positive
outcomes for children,  families and professionals,
including themselves, staff  and other colleagues.  

This knowledge area is divided into three subheadings:

A.  Professionalism addresses the policies and practices
for ethical conduct, including confidentiality,
reporting child abuse, professional demeanor, and
reflective, thoughtful planning for professional
growth. 

B.  Working with Staff and Colleagues addresses
strategies to create strong professional
relationships with colleagues and defining the
variety of  roles colleagues play with one another.

C.  Program Organization and Administration
addresses the components of  sound business
practices such as regulatory compliance,
budgeting, administration and program evaluation.

B. CORE COMPETENCIES: LEVELS

The core competencies are arranged in levels
corresponding to the levels of  the Northern Lights
Career Ladder.  This ladder (shown inside the front
cover) outlines a general progression through six
levels, each of  which includes both education and
experience.  Professionals may enter the field of  early
childhood at different levels of  this ladder; some start
at level I and others at level III for example.  The
Career Ladder is a guide, and a tool for tracking and
planning professional growth.  

The levels build on each other. Level II includes 
the competencies of  Level I, Level III includes both
Levels I and II, and so forth. People achieve a level on
the career ladder when they complete all of  the
requirements of  that level: both education and
experience.    

The core competencies describe the knowledge, skills
and attitudes that are expected from someone at that
level.  Progress from one level to another occurs
through a combination of  education, experience, and
reflection. 
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III. NORTHERN LIGHTS CORE COMPETENCIES: LEVEL I, II AND III

See grid on following pages.

LLeevveell  II  ccoommppeetteenncciieess include the knowledge, skills,
and attitudes necessary for entry-level professionals,
working under supervision or with support from
networks or organizations. Level I training includes
the course, Fundamentals for Early Childhood
Professionals, or an equivalent. This course is offered
through the community child care support agencies
and some other sponsors of  professional
development.

LLeevveell  IIII  ccoommppeetteenncciieess include Level I competencies
plus the knowledge, skills, and attitudes associated
with the Level II Northern Lights coursework, the
Child Development Associate credential or an
equivalent.     

LLeevveell  IIIIII  ccoommppeetteenncciieess include Levels I and II
competencies plus the knowledge, skills, and attitudes
associated with completion of  the Apprenticeship
Program, or the Child Care Certificate from
Community College of  Vermont, or an associate’s
degree in early childhood education or a related
degree, or an equivalent. 

LLeevveellss  IIVV,,  VV  aanndd  VVII  ccoommppeetteenncciieess include Levels I, 
II, and III competencies plus the knowledge, skills 
and attitudes associated with achieving a bachelor’s,
master’s or doctoral degree.  Professionals at this level
may or may not also have a Department of  Education
teaching license with an endorsement in early
childhood or early childhood special education.

C o r e  C o m p e t e n c i e sVERMONT NORTHEN LIGHTS CAREER DEVELOPMENT CENTER
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ab
ou

t 
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vo
rit
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es
,

he
lp
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n.
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e 
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d
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af
e 
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e 
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d
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 p
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.
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 p
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w
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, c
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on
si

ve
 p

er
so

n,
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.

I n
ot

ic
ed

 a
ft

er
 J

am
ie

’s
 g

ra
nd

fa
th

er
d

ie
d

, 
he

 w
ou

ld
 s

om
et

im
es

 b
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t 
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w
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 b
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t.
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 c
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y 

p
ro

gr
am

 d
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w
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r 
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b
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d
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.
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d
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s 
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m
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d
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l d
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l c
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 b
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33
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f 
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n 
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 o
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d
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ir 
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 c
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. 

D
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 c
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n
35
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s 
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b
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ra
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io
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d
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36
. 
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s 
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k 
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he
rs

 in
 u
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st
an

d
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d
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d
d
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g
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 d
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. 
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s 
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r 
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q
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at
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n 
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t 
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 d
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C
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n 
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 m
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d
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 p
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su
sp

ec
t 
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n 
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d
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n 
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t.

W
e 
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 s
ev
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 b
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n 
ch
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t 
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 c
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f 
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t 

I u
se
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d
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 m
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r.

C
H

IL
D

D
E

V
E

L
O

P
M

E
N

T
: L

E
V

E
L

II
 C

O
M

P
E

T
E

N
C

IE
S

ne
w
   
  e

m
er
gi
ng

 
so
lid

C
o

re
 K

no
w

le
d

g
e 

A
re

a 
&

 S
ub

he
ad

in
g

C
o

m
p

et
en

cy
A

ss
es

sm
en

t 
To

o
l

E
xa

m
p

le
 o

f 
W

ha
t 

Yo
u

M
ig

ht
 S

ee
 in

 P
ra

ct
ic

e

� � � � � � � �

� � � � � � � �

� � � � � � � �

� � � � � �

� � � � � �

� � � � � �

� � � � � �

� � � � � �

� � � � � �



14

Child  De v e lo pm e nt

A
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n
D
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o
p

38
. 
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om
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ie
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 d
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d
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ly
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p

ro
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ss
es
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f 
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en
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 d
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er
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t 
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s

39
. 
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p
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d
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f 
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e 
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q
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l d
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e 
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s 
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d
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d

s
40

. 
U
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s 
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n 
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ra
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al
yz
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d
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d
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d
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m
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l c
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41
. 

N
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f 
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ra
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t 
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p

p
or

t 
b
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in

 d
ev
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s 
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d

le
rs
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 c
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p

p
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p
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te
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 p
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gr
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B
. I
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s 
o

n
C

hi
ld

 
D

ev
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o
p

m
en

t

42
. 

S
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p
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hi
ld
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n 
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 c
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g 

he
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th
y 
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m
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t 
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p
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w
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ni

fic
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t
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43
. 

E
m

p
lo
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 s

tr
at

eg
ie

s 
th

at
 s

up
p

or
t 

an
d

 o
p

tim
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e 
th

e 
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al
th

y 
d

ev
el
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m

en
t 
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ch

ild
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n 
44

. 
C
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si

d
er

s 
th

e 
im

p
ac

t 
of
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tr

es
s 

(d
ue

 t
o 

tr
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m
a,
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b
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e,
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le
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, 
p

ov
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ty
 a
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ot

he
r 
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ct

or
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n 
ad

d
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g 
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e 
ne
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d
iv

id
ua

l c
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n
45

. 
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ro
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en

t 
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ct
or

s 
in

flu
en

ci
ng

 d
ev

el
op
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en

t 
in

 in
d
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l c
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ld
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g 
p
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ta
l f
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, 

m
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, 

p
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s 

an
d

 c
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m

in
an

ts
46

. 
A
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s 

p
hy
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r 

b
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r 
ch

an
ge

s 
in

 c
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n 
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b

le
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e 
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 s
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s 
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d

 t
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es
 a

p
p
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p
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n 

47
. 

R
es

p
on

d
s 

ap
p
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p
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e 
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 o
f 
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ch
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p
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e 
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f 
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d
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Th
e 

p
ro

gr
am
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ta
te

m
en
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d
b

oo
k 

th
at

 t
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b
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t
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ge

t’s
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he
or
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s 
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t 
ch

ild
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n 
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 p
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m
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.
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d
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 t
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a 
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y 

14
 m
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th

 o
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d
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e 
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le

t 
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r
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ug
gl

e 
w
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 t

he
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d
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m
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h
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 w

e 
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n.
  

Th
e 
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t 
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ul
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 h

el
p

s 
he

r 
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el
 b

et
te

r.

I t
oo

k 
a 
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g 
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d
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g 
an

d 
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d 

m
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y
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w
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s 
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 d
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en
t 
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e
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ild
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s 
p
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y.
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 a

d
d

iti
on

 t
o 

d
ai

ly
no

te
s,

 I 
ca

n 
d

o 
ru

nn
in

g 
re
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rd

s,
ta

lli
es

 o
r 

us
e 
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e 
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m
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a 

to
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p
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re
 t

he
ir 

p
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 f
ilm

.
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 c
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el
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m
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t 
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n 
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d
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an
d
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g
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d
iv
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ua

l c
hi
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s 
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d
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s 
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r 
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e 
p
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49
. 
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ito
rs

 c
hi

ld
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n’
s 
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al

th
 s

ta
tu

s 
an

d
 in

te
rv

en
es

 a
p

p
ro

p
ria

te
ly

 w
he

n 
it 

im
p

ac
ts

th
ei

r 
b

eh
av

io
r, 

in
te

ra
ct

io
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 a
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 le
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ng

50
. 

In
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rp
or

at
es

 p
ra
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ic

es
 t
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t 

su
p

p
or

t 
ch

ild
re

n’
s 
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si

lie
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y 
in
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 p

ro
gr

am
51

. 
Id

en
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s 
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 n

ee
d
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 a
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te
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s 
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 e
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h 

ch
ild

 a
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 d
ev

el
op

s 
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te
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es
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 s

up
p

or
t 
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ch

 c
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ld
’s
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w
th

 a
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 d
ev

el
op

m
en

t
52

. 
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en
tif

ie
s 

an
d

 d
is

cu
ss

es
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su
es
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 c

hi
ld

 d
ev

el
op

m
en

t 
ar

is
in

g 
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om
 d

iff
er

en
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, 
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re
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an

d
 c
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ss

53
. 
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 s
ee
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ng
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p
 o

f 
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 a
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si
ng

,
un

d
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an

d
in

g 
an

d
 a

d
d

re
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in
g 

th
ei

r 
ch

ild
re

n’
s 

at
yp

ic
al

 d
ev

el
op

m
en

t

C
. I

nd
iv

id
ua

l 
Va

ri
an

ce

Th
e 
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f 
m

ee
t 

in
 t
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 s

p
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g 
to

 
d
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he
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d
iv

id
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l c
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n
w
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 w

ill
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e 
m
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o 
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e
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d
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 W

e 
w

an
t 

to
 b

e 
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e 
ne

ed
s 
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d

 in
te

re
st

s 
of

 t
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’s
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up
 o

f 
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e 

b
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s 
w
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 b

e 
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d
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.

A
 t
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d
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r 
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 m
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 d
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fe
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lf 
in
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d
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d
d
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 d
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. 
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w

ai
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d
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o
b

e 
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d
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 I 
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t 
p
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p
s 
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e
w
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 d
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 t
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s
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m
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p
ra
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e 
w
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p
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 in
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cu
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.
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Families & Communities
C

O
R

E
K

N
O

W
L

E
D

G
E

A
R

E
A

: F
A

M
IL

IE
S

&
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O
M

M
U

N
IT

IE
S

E
ar
ly
 c
hi
ld
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od
 p
ro
fe
ss
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ls
 u
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er
st
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d 
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 c
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ld
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e 
m
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ot
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th
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m
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 p
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m
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 p
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 f
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m
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 b
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 c
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m
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 D
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 p
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b
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 D
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b
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ra
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d
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 D
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LLeevveell  IIVV  CCoommppeetteenncciieess include Levels I, II and III
plus the knowledge and skills associated with
completing a bachelor’s degree either a) in early
childhood or a related field, or b) with Vermont
Department of  Education (DOE) teaching license
with an endorsement in early childhood or early
childhood special education.  

LLeevveell  VV  CCoommppeetteenncciieess include Levels I through IV
plus the knowledge and skills associated with
completing a master’s degree either a) in early
childhood or a related field, or b) with Vermont
Department of  Education teaching license with an
endorsement in early childhood.  Many Level V
professionals also have specialized knowledge and
skills.  

LLeevveell  VVII  CCoommppeetteenncciieess include Levels I through V
plus the knowledge and skills associated with
completing a Ph.D. or Ed. D. in early childhood
education, a related field or an equivalent credential.
Most Level VI professionals have additional
specialized knowledge and skills related to their area
of  expertise.

The chart below shows how other professional
standards align with the Northern Lights Core
Competencies at Level IV and V.

IInn  wwhhaatt  wwaayyss  ddoo  tthhee  NNoorrtthheerrnn  LLiigghhttss  CCoorree
CCoommppeetteenncciieess  aalliiggnn  wwiitthh  tthhee  VVeerrmmoonntt
DDeeppaarrttmmeenntt  ooff   EEdduuccaattiioonn  TTeeaacchhiinngg  LLiicceennssee??

First, it is important to know some information about
Vermont’s professional standards for all educators.
(see the Department of  Education website:
http://education.vermont.gov/)

To become a licensed teacher in Vermont you must
meet the requirements of  the Vermont Department of
Education (DOE).  To earn an educator license, the
Department of  Education requires candidates to
demonstrate the knowledge and performance standards
of  the eennddoorrsseemmeenntt. Each licensed teacher holds
endorsement(s) that authorize what the teacher is
eligible to teach. There are two early childhood
endorsements. Early Childhood Education
(endorsement #36) includes age ranges birth to grade
three or can be limited to cover only ages birth to five.
The early childhood special educator endorsement
(#80) covers work with children with special needs
ages three through six.

Most candidates demonstrate their knowledge and
ability through successful completion of  college
courses.  The DOE has authorized specific Vermont
colleges and universities to recommend candidates for
licensure after the students complete an approved
course of  study.  

Northern Lights Core Knowledge Areas

Child Development

Families & Communities

Teaching & Learning

Healthy & Safe Environments

Professionalism & Program Organization

Related  standards (competencies)

Vermont Department of Education Licensure 
with an endorsement in early childhood or 
early childhood special education

Northern Lights Competencies for the Program Director 
Credential for early childhood and afterschool professionals 
(these competencies will be on the Northen Lights website 
by March 2009)

IV. NORTHERN LIGHTS COMPETENCIES: LEVEL IV, V AND VI



Other professionals demonstrate their knowledge
and ability by creating a portfolio that demonstrates
that they have met the licensure competencies. 
The portfolio documents a combination of  work
experience, professional development, and successful
completion of  coursework through the DOE Peer
Review Alternative Route to Licensure.   

There are a number of  competencies one must
successfully demonstrate before being recommended
for a teaching license. These are listed in the grid on
the next page. The left column shows how the
Northern Lights Core Knowledge areas and
subheadings align with these competency areas.

In addition to course work, a practicum, or the
equivalent, in early childhood education or early
childhood special education is required for each
developmental level the endorsement covers.  

A practicum is defined as a minimum of  60 clock
hours of  supervised field experience. The kind of
practicum experience needed depends on the
endorsement the candidate wants. Also, if  you are
seeking a DOE teaching license for the first time, 
you need to reach a certain score on the Praxis I test.
This test is designed to assess your skills in the areas
of  reading, mathematics, and writing. Also, if  you plan
to teach in public schools, you will need to pass Praxis
II Subject Assessment in Elementary Education. 

The following two pages show the alignment between
the four applicable Northen Lights Core Knowledge
areas/subheadings, and the Vermont Department of
Educatioon topics (for an early childhood
endorsement birth thorugh grade three).

VERMONT NORTHEN LIGHTS CAREER DEVELOPMENT CENTERC o r e  C o m p e t e n c i e s
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Northern Lights Early Childhood 
Core  Knowledge Area

subheading

Child Development

How children develop
Influences on child development

Individual variance

Families & Communities

Relationships
Communication

Community involvement & resources

Teaching & Learning

Assessment
Interactions

Learning environment
Curriculum content

Vermont Department of Education topic
Endorsement: children birth through grade three

Knowledge of:

• the progression of prenatal through middle childhood growth and
development and ability to apply this knowledge to all aspects of 
Early Childhood practice

• biological, genetic, environmental, cultural and familial factors in
children's development and their impact on exceptionalities

Knowledge of family systems theory and ability to implement family
centered practice

Knowledge of and ability to incorporate and use community resources

Knowledge of and ability to:

• appropriately assess young children's learning and development

• implement Vermont's learning standards for young children

• develop and implement appropriate early childhood curriculum and 
instruction

• develop and implement appropriate early childhood learning 
environments

• integrate the arts and creative expression in the early childhood 
curriculum

• integrate the arts and creative expression in the early childhood 
curriculum

English Language Arts: 

Knowledge of: 
• the processes, principles, and dimensions of oral language and literacy 
development

• a wide variety of young children's literature and media 
• the purposes and elements of language 
• the developmental progression of phonological awareness, spelling, and 
morphological analysis 

THE CORE COMPETENCIES -  LEVEL IV, V, VI
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Healthy & Safe Environments

Healthy environments & health needs
Safe environments

Nutrition
Physical activity

•  the processes and components of reading comprehension and fluency 

•  the process of writing development and the components of effective 
written expression 

Knowledge of and ability to:

•  implement in a comprehensive literacy program instructional strategies 
that support development of oral and written language, literature 
appreciation and analysis, decoding and word analysis, written 
expression, and reading comprehension and fluency

•  assess the various dimensions of literacy development and adapt literacy 
instruction to meet the needs of individual students

Mathematics:

Knowledge of the process of children’s early numeracy development,
common misconceptions in the mathematical reasoning of young children,
and implications for instruction

Knowledge of and ability to:

•  apply state and national standards and content, concepts, and skills in 
the areas of number and operations, algebra and functions, geometryn 
and measurement, and data analysis, statistics, and probability

•  implement appropriate early childhood mathematics teaching methods

Social Studies:

Knowledge of and ability to:

•  apply state and national standards and content, concepts, and skills in 
the areas of history; cultural geography; diversity, unity, identity, and 
interdependence; and citizenship

•  implement appropriate early childhood social studies teaching methods

Science:

Knowledge of and ability to:

•  apply state and national standards and content, concepts, and skills in 
the areas of the life sciences; physical sciences; earth, environmental, 
and atmospheric sciences; and living and non-living systems

• implement appropriate early childhood science teaching methods

Knowledge of and ability to incorporate health and safety issues,
procedures, and regulations

Teaching & Learning (continued)

Assessment
Interactions

Learning environment
Curriculum content

32
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LLeevveell  IIVV  aanndd  VV  OOppttiioonnss

Some professionals have a bachelor’s or master’s
degree in a field unrelated to early childhood, and
without an early childhood teaching license and
endorsement – but love working in the field of  early
childhood. Some key early childhood program
standards have defined how these professionals can
be included in meeting staff  requirements.

SSTTAARRSS ((SSTTeepp  AAhheeaadd  RReeccooggnniittiioonn  SSyysstteemm)) is
Vermont’s program quality and improvement system.
It recognizes professional development as part of  its
program rating for regulated afterschool, licensed
centers and registered family child care.  A bachelor’s
degree in an unrelated field meets the STARS
standard if  the person has completed a total of  30
credits that are in a relevant subject area.

To achieve program accreditation from the NNaattiioonnaall
AAssssoocciiaattiioonn  ffoorr  tthhee  EEdduuccaattiioonn  ooff   YYoouunngg  CChhiillddrreenn
((NNAAEEYYCC)), program staff  need a total of  36 early
childhood credits if  their bachelor’s degree is not in
early childhood or child development.  

To work in HHeeaadd  SSttaarrtt in the future, staff  will need 
six college courses in early childhood or child
development ages birth to six, if  their degree is not in
early childhood or child development.  

IV. ADDITIONAL INFORMATION

A.  GLOSSARY OF TERMS AND ACRONYMS

AAccccrreeddiittaattiioonn – a process that insures that a
program has met a specific set of  quality standards
set forth by a national or state governing body 

AAfftteerrsscchhooooll – the collective range of  supervised
settings for age-appropriate activities and programs
that school aged children (approximately 5 to 18
years) engage in during their out-of-school time

AArrttiiccuullaattee – accurately put into words

AAttttaacchhmmeenntt – An enduring emotional bond
between a baby and specific, important people
(mother, father) which supports later emotional
relationships

AAttyyppiiccaall  ddeevveellooppmmeenntt – patterns of  development
that do not follow known timelines – this includes
developmental delays and other deviations

AAsssseessssmmeenntt – a process of  comparing a person 
or program to a known standard, such as using a
standardized tool to evaluate a child’s ability or skill
at a given point in time

CCDDAA - Child Development Associate Credential – 
a nationally recognized credential designed to
improve the quality of  early childhood professionals
by assessing performance through coursework,
portfolios and observation

CChhiilldd--ddiirreecctteedd,,  cchhiilldd--iinniittiiaatteedd – learning experiences
or activities where the child makes the decisions
about the outcome or direction of  the activity

CCoonnffiiddeennttiiaalliittyy – the protection of  personal
information from persons not authorized to see 
or hear it (entrusted with private information not 
to be shared with others)

CCoollllaabboorraattiioonn – to work jointly with others or to
cooperate with an agency with which one is not
immediately connected – working together to
achieve mutually agreed upon outcomes in response
to the needs and concerns of  families and children

CCoorree  ccoommppeetteennccyy – observable skills, values and
attitudes needed by professionals in order to provide
high quality services



CCoorree  kknnoowwlleeddggee – knowledge needed by professionals
to effectively work with young children and their
families

CCrreeddeennttiiaall – A combination of  specified
requirements that when considered together formally
recognize individuals for their proven competency
within a specified area of  knowledge and skills.  Over
time the term has come to be interchanged with
“certificate” or “license”.  Only approved professional
boards or associations can award “certification” of
an individual, however.

CCuurrrriiccuulluumm – for children:  a planned set of  activities
and experiences consistent with the developmental
needs of  children, or for adults: a planned set of
activities and experiences around a specific topic or
learning area organized to meet adult learning needs.

DDeevveellooppmmeennttaall  ddoommaaiinnss – different aspects of
children that can be studied, such as social, emotional,
physical, intellectual, self-help and language 

DDeevveellooppmmeennttaallllyy  aapppprroopprriiaattee  pprraaccttiiccee – practices
that are responsive to each child’s individual
strengths, interests and needs which are based on
knowledge of  child development and learning,
knowledge of  the child and the cultural context in
which the child lives  

EEaarrllyy  cchhiillddhhoooodd  eedduuccaattiioonn – services to children
under the age of  six that provide developmentally
appropriate learning and nurturing care.

EEEEEE – Essential Early Education – special education
services provided to children 3 to 6 years of  age  

FFaammiillyy  cceenntteerreedd  pprraaccttiiccee – a strength-based
approach to working with families that allows the
family to drive the planning process and therefore
focuses on the priorities defined by the family

FFIITTPP – Family Infant Toddler Program – services to
support families who have children under age 3 with
special needs

IIPPDDPP  – Individual Professional Development Plan –
a personalized plan for increasing one’s knowledge
and improving skills by assessing current knowledge
and skills, indentifying specific areas for improvement,
developing strategies and resources to address those
areas and providing opportunities to reflect on and
demonstrate personal growth

MMaannddaatteedd  rreeppoorrtteerr – a person who is legally
obligated to report suspicions of  child abuse and
neglect to the proper authorities (the district office 
of  the Department of  Children and Families, Child
Protective Services), including all those the early
childhood care and education profession    

NNAAAA – National Afterschool Association

NNAAEEYYCC – National Association for the Education
of  Young Children

NNAAFFCCCC – National Association for Family Child
Care 

OObbjjeeccttiivvee – the goal or outcome of  the learning
activity for adult students or children

OOppeenn  eennddeedd – materials or activities that do not
have a specific end point or goal

OOuuttccoommee – the result of  the learning experience for
children or adult students

PPoossiittiivvee  gguuiiddaannccee,,  ppoossiittiivvee  ddiisscciipplliinnee – a process
of  guiding children to develop internal prosocial
behavior through supportive, consistent use of  the
following:  modeling appropriate behavior, active
listening, limit setting, redirection, and modifying the
environment 

PPrree--KKiinnddeerrggaarrtteenn  eedduuccaattiioonn  pprrooggrraamm – services
designed to provide developmentally appropriate
early development and learning experiences to
children who are 3, 4 or 5 years old and to 5 year old
children not eligible for kindergarten

RReefflleeccttiivvee  pprraaccttiiccee,,  sseellff--rreefflleeccttiioonn – to purposefully
think about and consider actions, results, a specific
subject matter, an idea, or the purpose of  something  

RReegguullaattiioonnss – rules or orders issued by an executive
authority or regulatory agency of  a government and
have the force of  law

RReelleeaassee  ooff   IInnffoorrmmaattiioonn  pprroottooccooll – a procedure to
obtain written permission from people to release or
share information, such a parent giving permission
for specialists to talk to each other about the child 

RReessiilliieennccee – the ability to recover from the adverse
effects of  early experience or persevere in the face of
stress or adversity with no apparent negative
psychological consequences

VERMONT NORTHEN LIGHTS CAREER DEVELOPMENT CENTERC o r e  C o m p e t e n c i e s
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SSttaaffff   ssuuppeerrvviissiioonn – a system of  feedback and
guidance to provide oversight and support people in
refining their skills

SSyyllllaabbuuss – An outline and description of  a course 
of  study for adults including objectives, materials
needed, requirements, schedule, etc.

TTeeaacchheerr--ddiirreecctteedd,,  tteeaacchheerr--iinniittiiaatteedd – learning
experiences or activities where the adult makes the
decisions about the outcome or direction of  the
activity

TTeemmppeerraammeenntt – the term for individual ways of
responding to the environment that appear to be
consistent across situations and stable over time –
typically included are such characteristics as activity
level, intensity of  reaction, mood changes, response
to novelty and sociability 

TTyyppiiccaall  ddeevveellooppmmeenntt – patterns of  development
that follow known timelines with no major delays 
or deviations

UUnniivveerrssaall  pprreeccaauuttiioonnss – the practice of  avoiding
contact with bodily fluids, such as blood or vomit, 
by the wearing of  nonporous gloves or using other
barriers

VVEELLSS – Vermont Early Learning Standards – state
recognized performance standards and learning
outcomes for 3, 4 and 5 year old children

B.  RESOURCES FOR PROFESSIONAL

DEVELOPMENT

The Northern Lights Career Development Center
has published the Career Advising Guide for Early
Childhood Professionals and Planning Your Professional
Growth for Early Childhood and Afterschool Professionals.
These two documents contain a wealth of  resource
information and can be downloaded from the
Northern Lights website.  Hard copies can be
obtained from the local child care resource
development specialist or from the Northern Lights
Career Development Center.

Vermont Northern Lights Career Development Center
P.O. Box 120, CCV: Wasson Hall
Waterbury, VT 05676-0120
802.241.4661

The Northern Lights Career Development Center
website has links to a large variety of  professional
development resources and activities throughout
Vermont and beyond. Go to http://northernlightscdc.org
and especially the Resources link for more information
about: 

• Career Advising Ladder
• Special events and link to a current calendar of
trainings, workshops and conferences

• Colleges, universities and technical schools in
Vermont

• Financial support for professional development
• Licensure, certification and accreditation
• Technical assistance through community child
care support agencies

• Links to professional organizations 
• Vermont committees that address professional
development and other resources 

C.  FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

11..  HHooww  ddoo  tthhee  ccoorree  ccoommppeetteenncciieess  ffiitt  iinnttoo  aa
ssyysstteemm  tthhaatt  iiss  gg rroowwiinngg  mmoorree  ccoommpplleexx  bbyy  tthhee
mmiinnuuttee??  HHooww  wwiillll  tthheeyy  iimmpprroovvee  tthhee  ssiittuuaattiioonn  ffoorr
eevveerryyoonnee??

The core competencies provide a foundation on
which everything else rests. In the short term, it helps
you consider what you know, what you need to know
and what you want to learn.  It organizes the
knowledge in the field so you can see a direct
connection between the workshop or the course
offered and the areas of  professional development.
The examples in this book also help you see how you
would apply that knowledge in your work. In the
long term, competencies lay out progress along a
professional development continuum towards
credentials and degrees. It provides more meaningful
and purposeful learning. 

For planner and sponsors, it helps you identify what
professional development is needed to address the
full range of  knowledge and skills in the field of  early
childhood.  For presenters and instructors the core
competencies help you align instruction, to ensure
that your teaching directly applies to the skills,
knowledge and attitudes practitioners need.  



The Standards section at the end of  this booklet,
explains how core competencies (or professional
standards) inter-connect with other standards of
quality as the foundation for a quality early care and
education system for young children and their
families.

22..  TThhee  CCDDAA  ((CChhiilldd  DDeevveellooppmmeenntt  AAssssoocciiaattee))  iiss  aa
ppooppuullaarr  ccrreeddeennttiiaall  iinn  oouurr  aarreeaa..    AArree  tthhee
ccoommppeetteenncciieess  rreellaatteedd  ttoo  tthhee  CCDDAA  ccrreeddeennttiiaall??

Yes.  Core competencies are a way to organize
together various professional development and
training programs that already exist. The core
competencies are aligned with the CDA credential
and the CDA credential is included in the Northern
Lights Career Ladder. Those with a CDA credential
have attained Level II of  the career ladder (mastering
Level I and Level II). So if  you have a CDA
credential, you can look at the Level III competencies
to set goals for your own professional growth. 

33..  TThheerree  aarree  aa  lloott  ooff   ccoommppeetteenncciieess!!  DDoo  II  nneeeedd  ttoo
kknnooww  aallll  tthhiiss  ttoo  ddoo  mmyy  jjoobb??

Probably not.  Core competencies are the foundation
for all the knowledge and skills needed in early
childhood settings, regardless of  your work setting
or job requirements.  They are not a job description.
For your job, you likely need many of  the core
competencies, but may not need all of  them. You
may also need other specific skills that only apply to
your job, but are not in the list of  core competencies.
It is useful to seek to have competence in as many 
of  the core competencies as you can, because then
you have a strong foundation in the field of  early
childhood and may have more options for different
job responsibilities.

44..    FFoorr  wwhhoomm  aarree  tthheessee  ccoorree  ccoommppeetteenncciieess
ddeessiiggnneedd??    DDoo  tthheeyy  aappppllyy  ttoo  hhoommee  vviissiittoorrss,,  eeaarrllyy
iinntteerrvveennttiioonniissttss,, eeaarrllyy  cchhiillddhhoooodd  ssppeecciiaall
eedduuccaattoorrss  aanndd  ppaarraa--eedduuccaattoorrss,, ppllaayyggrroouupp
lleeaaddeerrss,,  aanndd  ssuucchh??

Yes, they apply to all the positions in the field. Core
competencies define the fundamental knowledge,

skills and attitudes that all people working with young
children should possess.  

They also provide the foundation for more advanced
and more specialized competencies. When you
specialize in a particular skill or seek to fulfill a
specific job requirement, more field-specific skills
and knowledge need to be added to your core
competencies.  For example, a Healthy Babies home
visitor may have a foundation in many of  the
competencies at a certain level, and more specialized
or advanced skills in the knowledge area of  working
with families. If  you want to specialize in program
administration, you would start with the
professionalism and program organization core
competencies, then look at the program director
competencies, and eventually seek a program director
credential.  Credentials or endorsements are based on
the core competencies plus additional skills and
knowledge.

55..  HHooww  ccaann  tthhee  ccoommppeetteenncciieess  bbee  uusseedd  ttoo
eennhhaannccee  ootthheerr  kkiinnddss  ooff   pprrooffeessssiioonnaall
ddeevveellooppmmeenntt  lliikkee  mmeennttoorriinngg,,  ssuuppeerrvviissiioonn  aanndd
iinnsseerrvviiccee  ttrraaiinniinngg??

Well defined competencies are a tool to guide all
kinds of  individual professional development. They
can be used by staff  as a self-assessment of  their
skills and knowledge.  Mentors and supervisors can
then use this self- assessment as basis for discussion
of  training needs, performance evaluation or the
foundation for an Individual Professional
Development Plan (IPDP).  Mentors and supervisors
can observe staff  with these competencies in mind,
and be in a better position to guide staff  toward
higher levels of  competence, as well as more
effective and collaborative, goal setting.

At the community level, professional development
agencies, programs, and councils can assess
competency-based training needs.  This can guide the
planning of  professional development activities so
that they meet the needs and skills of  early childhood
professionals.
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Who decides what the early childhood program
standards are? There are program standards set by
national organizations like the National Association
for the Education of  Young Children (NAEYC) and
the National Association of  Family Child Care.  In
Vermont we also use the STep Ahead Recognition
System (STARS) which is Vermont’s program quality
and improvement system for regulated programs
including afterschool, licensed and registered
programs. These different program standards are
used to rate programs and recognize programs of
quality.   Programs themselves use these standards to
assess themselves and improve their quality.

The people who receive the services
are the consumers. In the ice
cream store these standards
might measure: are the
customers satisfied with the
food; did they get waited on

promptly; will they come back again?  In the world
of  early childhood, we talk about learning standards.
They measure how the children and their families are
doing and how responsive we are to meeting their
needs. For example, early childhood learning
standards measure: are children engaged in play that
is helping them develop their skills and knowledge;
are children using a variety of  ways to express their
own ideas; are children engaging with others?    

What are the early childhood learning standards?  We
have Vermont Early Learning Standards (VELS) for
children ages three to five. By 2009 Vermont will also
have learning guidelines for infants and toddlers.
Some of  the ways learning standards are used is to
guide curriculum, guide learning plans for individual
children, and inform families and others about
children’s development.

Finally, we consider the people who provide the services.
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D. CORE COMPETENCIES & STANDARDS

OF QUALITY

Standards are a way to measure whether we are
providing quality services to people. In a service
system, standards give us a common way to talk about
what we mean by quality and how we know when we
reach it.  

When we provide care and education to young
children and their families, we are providing a service.
There are three basic parts to any service system:  

• the program that delivers the services; 
• the people who receive the services; and 
• the people who provide the services.

So, the standards of  quality relate to these three parts.
Like gears, these different standards need to connect
in order to work .

The organization or entity that
delivers the services is guided by
program standards. At an ice
cream store for example,
program standards could
measure: is the store clean; is

the food fresh; are the staff  ready to work; does the
store open and close on time? In the world of  early
childhood, program standards measure things like:  is
the environment safe and healthy; are the staff
prepared and ready to care for the children; are
families welcomed and involved in the program; 
is the budget balanced?    

PROGRAM
STANDARDS

LEARNING
STANDARDS



children, and seek to keep learning how best to
provide quality care and education to young children
– professionals.  Our professional standards help us
consider such questions as: do the teachers know
what to expect 
of  children; do they know community resources and
share them with families; do they know how to set up
engaging activities for young children; do they know
how to work in a team with other adults?   

What are the professional standards in early
childhood?  This booklet, the Northern Lights Early
Childhood Core Competencies, are the foundation of
professional standards for our field.  They define the
knowledge, skills and attitudes professionals in our
field should develop.  The introduction to this book
gives a lot more information about how these
competencies can be used.  In Vermont there are also
professional standards set by the Department of
Education for licensed teachers, some of  whom work
with young children.  

These three types of  standards work together.  

Like gears, they are interdependent. I may use
the core competencies to plan the course I
am teaching college students, but I also need
to know the Vermont Early Learning
Standards and program standards – since I
plan to teach about these to my students. I
need to use program standards to make my
child care become a high quality program,
but I also use professional standards to help
my staff  grow and learning standards to plan
the curriculum.  These three types of
standards connect to help us define our
goals, work toward achieving quality and
measure how well we are doing.  

PROFESSIONAL
STANDARDS

PROGRAM
STANDARDS

LEARNING
STANDARDS
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We call the standards that guide them, professional
standards. At the same ice cream store, professional
standards help us measure knowledge, skills and
attitudes of  the staff, such as: do the staff  follow the
health requirements; do they scoop ice cream
efficiently; do they like their work and work well with
others?  

In the world of  early
childhood we also have
professional standards.
Whether you call yourself  
a teacher, childcare provider,
day care provider, or
consultant you are important

in the lives of  young children and have a major
influence on their development and growth. Because
of  this responsibility, we consider all those who
recognize the importance of  their work with young

PROFESSIONAL
STANDARDS
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The Career Lattice is a frame of reference to help you consider how career levels connect to different work settings in general.
Many people have a higher level of education than listed for that setting. This is not a complete description. Please check actual
job requirements and the Vermont child care licensing regulations* for specific information. Across the top of the grid is the Early
Childhood Career Ladder. Both education and experience working with young children is needed to reach each level.
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