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Introduction 

In education policy circles, determining the best approach to support young children as 

they develop school readiness skills is a debate that continues to rage. Specifically, there is a lack 

of emphasis on the importance of supporting these skills in children under three years old. 

Authors in several recent studies argued that school readiness interventions must include 

experiences for infants and toddlers; for example, Lally (2010) wrote, “school readiness 

interventions that start later in infancy may be too late to be effective” (p. 17). Additionally, 

High (2008) claimed that, “to focus only on the education of children beginning with 

kindergarten is to ignore the science of early development and to deny the importance of early 

experiences” (p. e1008). Considering that “more than 6 million children under age three spend 

some or all of their day being cared for by someone other than their parents” (ZERO TO 

THREE, 2012), more attention must be drawn to the critical need for high-quality early learning 

experiences in infancy.  

In recent public policy, proposed legislation has addressed the importance of high quality 

education experiences in early childhood. One such example is The Strong Start for Children 

Campaign; “This historic plan will make high-quality prekindergarten available for low- and 

moderate-income 4-year-olds, increase the availability of high-quality child care options for 

infants and toddlers through partnerships between Early Head Start and child care, and expand 

voluntary home visiting” (National Women’s Law Center, 2013, p. 3). Early education initiatives 

are becoming a reality; for example, funding from the Federal Tobacco Tax will be incorporated 

into the President’s 2014 Federal Budget: 
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The plan addresses the need to expand high-quality options for infants and toddlers—

which are in short supply in communities across the country—through partnerships 

between Early Head Start and child care [sic] that would provide high-quality, full-day, 

full-year early learning opportunities. It also provides states with increased funding for 

child care and other existing programs related to early care and education.  (Tobacco-Free 

Kids, 2013, p. 3) 

While both the Strong Start for Children campaign and the Smart Healthy Kids report 

highlight the importance of high quality experiences for infants and toddlers, a majority of the 

discussion is centered on high quality preschool for later school achievement. School readiness 

must be addressed in children three years old and younger to help fill the achievement gaps that 

exist prior to kindergarten and prepare them for later school achievement. Therefore, several 

questions must be studied in order to fill these gaps: What does school readiness look like in 

students three years old or younger?;  How do school readiness skills develop in students prior to 

three years old?; and, What elements of school readiness skills are currently not being addressed 

at both the local and national level? Additionally, this research questions what a holistic 

curriculum devoted to fostering school readiness skills in infants and toddlers would look like. 

To answer this question, this research has developed examples of infant curriculum to “build 

more satisfying experiences and better educational and developmental outcomes for all young 

children” (NAEYC & NAECS/SDE, 2002, p. 2), that is evidence-based materials and lesson 

plans that convey what experts have deemed necessary in developing school readiness skills in 

infants and toddlers.  

Infancy is a time of significant brain development as Lally and Mangione (2006) have 

conveyed, “Most of us have become aware of the infant period as an important time when neural 
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pathways that influence learning and development are formed” (p. 14). The National Center for 

Infants, Toddlers, and Families (2013) contributes extensive research on this topic that 

emphasizes brain development in infancy and provides the public with an understanding that 

there are peak periods of neural connections and synapse formation in the first three years of life; 

“During this sensitive period, early experiences influence whether this important foundation will 

be strong or fragile. The early years thus present a prime opportunity to positively influence the 

course of a young child’s life” (ZERO TO THREE, 2013). The public needs more information 

on how to address the issue of supporting school readiness beginning in infancy, especially 

considering, “the brain’s foundation for all later learning is created in the first three years of life” 

(Petersen, 2012, p. 10). 

Fostering school readiness skills in children birth to three years old is an interdisciplinary 

topic that requires an understanding of sociology, psychology, and early childhood education. 

The sociological standpoint of this research includes human behavior in the social environment, 

specifically Uri Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory which, “stresses the importance of 

considering context when studying human behavior and suggests that characteristics of a child’s 

environment influence that child’s behavior and development” (Vitiello et al., 2012, p. 211). 

Bronfenbrenner’s theory is related to school readiness considering it is “the product of the 

interaction between child skills, support provided by the family environment and the resources 

from the community” (Forget-Dubois et al., 2007, p. 406). Additionally, this research is 

influenced by human interaction, such as teacher-child and teacher-parent relationships, within 

the social environment; as High (2008) noted, “an individual child’s school readiness is 

determined in large measures by the environment in which he or she lives and grows,” (High, 

2008, p. e 1009). Thus, society plays a key role in fostering school readiness skills.  
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Basic psychological principles are central to developing school readiness. Developmental 

theories, such as Jean Piaget’s constructivist theory and Lev Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, 

provide information on how children in infancy and early childhood learn and make sense of 

their environment. Integrating sociological and psychological perspectives within early 

childhood education provides a solid foundation for understanding which developmentally 

appropriate skills must be implemented for children birth to three years old in the early 

classroom environment to promote readiness and achievement upon entry to kindergarten. 

Sociology and psychology intertwine with early education within the context of the classroom 

environment, and early childhood care is growing ever more popular. According to the National 

Center for Education Statistics (NCES; 2013):  

Approximately 60 percent of children 5 and younger not enrolled in kindergarten were in 

at least one weekly nonparental care arrangement… as reported by their parents. Among 

children in a weekly nonparental care arrangement, 56 percent were attending a day care 

center, preschool, or prekindergarten (center-based care).  (NCES, 2013, p. 3)  

Working parents require care for their children prior to the entry of formal schooling and, 

according to the NCES (2013), “81 percent of children had parents who reported that the 

learning activities of the child care arrangement were very important to them” (p. 3). 

Establishing the foundation of school readiness begins in infancy, and there is a growing need for 

nonparental childcare arrangements. Thus, it is important that early learning activities based on 

developmental theories are implemented in the early childhood classroom environment.  

This research further supports and promotes quality early learning experiences within 

infancy while demonstrating the critical need to emphasize these experiences prior to three years 
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old, contrary to society’s assumption that establishing school readiness skills occurs in preschool. 

School readiness skills must first be promoted in infancy and then continually emphasized 

throughout early childhood education. Indeed, Rose (2012) concurred, “meeting the social, 

emotional, and development needs of infants and toddlers must be at the core of our school 

readiness initiatives” (p. 22). In order to promote these skills from birth to three years old it is 

critical for early childhood educators to be well informed on this complex topic; therefore, the 

target audience for this research is infant-toddler educators.  

This research aims to achieve the goal of filling some voids in national and local early 

childhood organizations’ expectations for infant and toddler abilities and to then convey what 

these standards look like in action through a curriculum. A definition of school readiness for 

children three years of age or younger will be provided as well as a description of how these 

skills develop to emphasize that school readiness initiatives must be targeted toward students 

three years old and younger. This research establishes and clearly defines the role of infant and 

toddler educators in the early childhood environment to promote school readiness skills prior to 

three years old. The literature review section of this research provides information concerning 

school readiness, early learning guidelines and the key ingredients to foster school readiness 

skills in infancy. Lastly, examples of the infant curriculum will serve as a resource for infant-

toddler educators to practically apply effective strategies in their own classrooms to foster school 

readiness skills.  

Literature Review 

The first step in determining if a child is “ready” for kindergarten is actually defining 

what school achievement is so that children’s development can be weighed against this 
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definition. Additionally, in order to “strengthen connections between the early childhood and K-

12 education communities” (NAEYC & NAECS/SDE, 2002, p. 2), discussing teacher beliefs 

concerning children’s readiness for school will determine if a vertical alignment between infant-

toddler guidelines and K-12 standards has been established. Finally, by determining the 

necessary skills that act as indicators of school readiness, early childhood educators will have a 

strong foundation for how to assist in developing these skills in infancy.  

Defining School Readiness 

School readiness is a term originally defined by the National Education Goals Panel in 

1991. High (2008) summarized the three components of school readiness as (1) readiness in the 

child, (2) the school’s readiness for children, and (3) the family and community support. For the 

purpose of this research, emphasis will be placed on the definition of school readiness as 

readiness in the child. Readiness in the child includes: 

 Physical well-being and motor development, including health status, growth, and 

disability; Social and emotional development, including turn-taking, cooperation, 

empathy, and the ability to express one’s own emotions; Approaches to learning, 

including enthusiasm, curiosity, temperament, culture, and values; Language 

development, including listening, speaking, and vocabulary, as well as literacy skills, 

including print awareness, story sense, and writing and drawing processes; and General 

knowledge and cognition, including sound-letter association, spatial relations, and 

number concepts. (High, 2008, p. e1008-e1009) 

Much research has been conducted that provides further information on school readiness 

since the original definition was created by the National Education Goals Panel more than two 
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decades ago. According to Chen et al. (2010), the fifth dimension that contributes to school 

readiness, as originally defined by the National Educational Goal One Technical Planning 

Group, is approaches to learning. The authors noted that this dimension, “drew national attention 

to the argument that how to learn is as important as what to learn in preparing children for 

school” (p. 1137). Approaches to learning are summarized as, “inclinations, dispositions, and 

styles that influence how children initiate and engage in learning” (Chen et al., 2010, p. 1137). 

Researchers agree that strong indications of approaches to learning include “social, attitudinal, 

and affective learning such as independence, self-motivation, creativity, empathy, resilience, 

assertiveness, and positive self-esteem” (Gilbert et al., 2011, p. 30). Moreover, Petersen (2012) 

identified six approaches to learning that must be addressed within infancy to foster school 

readiness skills: attention, curiosity, information gathering, memory, problem-solving, and 

persistence through frustration. Thus, this research provides a foundation for an understanding of 

what school readiness is.  

The emphasis of high quality care prior to three years old is critical considering sensitive 

periods of brain development take place in children less than three years old.  Researchers at the 

National Center for Infants, Toddlers, and Families (2013) discussed the importance of early 

experiences during the sensitive periods of brain development which include, “synapse formation 

for functions such as hearing, language, and cognition” (ZERO TO THREE, 2013, p. 1). Sorrels 

(2012) proposed the Foundations of Learning Framework to be used as “a tool to help parents 

and educators understand what it means for a child to be ready” (p. 10) and summarized the 

skills critical to foster in infancy: self-awareness, self-regulation, and social skills. Additionally, 

executive function and regulating behavior are important indicators of school readiness that can 
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begin to be promoted in infancy, “The ability to control one’s impulses, pay attention, and 

process information are critical to successful learning” (Nayfeld & Greenfield, 2013, p. 85). 

Teacher Beliefs Concerning “Readiness” 

An effective approach to “improve the quality of care and learning through more 

intentional and appropriate practices to support infant-toddler development” (ZERO TO THREE, 

2010, p. 1) includes vertically aligning infant-toddler early learning guidelines to K-12 standards. 

In order to determine if school readiness indicators accurately portray teachers’ beliefs 

concerning whether a child is “ready” for school and if these indicators align with early learning 

guidelines, it is necessary to analyze current research on this topic. First, early learning 

guidelines will be introduced to provide a better understanding of teacher concerns.  

Early learning guidelines. According to the joint position statement of the National 

Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) and the National Association of 

Early Childhood Specialists in State Departments of Education (NAECS/SDE) (2002), early 

learning standards “describe expectations for the learning and development of young children” 

(p. 1). ZERO TO THREE (2010) specifically defines infant and toddler guidelines as “a set of 

expectations about what infants and toddlers should know and be able to do during specified age 

ranges. Early learning guidelines (ELG) are usually issued by the state agency responsible for 

child care or education and are primarily intended for use by early care and education providers” 

(p. 1). According to the National Infant and Toddler Child Care Initiative (2011), “currently, 37 

states, 3 territories and the District of Columbia implement ELG that describe outcomes for 

infants, toddlers, and young children” (p. 1). ELGs are a direct result of the discussion of school 

readiness:  
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The movement to create standards or guidelines for K-12
th

 grades originally grew out of 

the No Child Left Behind initiative to make teachers in public schools accountable for 

what they were teaching. The Bush administration’s Good Start, Grow Smart initiative 

required all states to develop voluntary ELG for preschoolers. Over the past few years, 

many states have voluntarily created ELG either specifically for infants and toddlers or 

for the broader birth-to-5 age range. (ZERO TO THREE, 2010, p. 2). 

  According to ZERO TO THREE (2010), early learning guidelines have the purpose to 

“align the state’s infant-toddler policies and practices with those for older children and across 

system components.” Furthermore, these guidelines “have the potential to advance the early 

childhood field by increasing awareness of what infants and toddlers are capable of learning and 

doing from birth to 3 years,” (p. 1) thus supporting the need for a foundation of school readiness 

skills in infancy.  

Teacher beliefs. Teacher expectations regarding the attributes that are necessary for 

educational success “have a profound impact on their teaching practices and on children’s 

success in schools” (Lin et al., 2003, p. 225). Therefore, it is important to have an understanding 

of what teachers believe to be “readiness” indicators and if they align with early learning 

guidelines. Several studies have concluded that kindergarten teachers’ beliefs about school 

readiness are centered on social-emotional development. According to Gray et al. (2012) “Our 

kindergarten teachers overwhelmingly tell us that children’s social-emotional competencies—not 

just their cognitive ones—are what make them ready to learn in the context of formal schooling” 

(p. 4). Similarly, Lin et al. (2003) determined “kindergarten teachers’ primary concerns about 

children’s readiness centered on their social behaviors in schools” (p. 233). The authors 

described these social behaviors as able to tell wants and thoughts, not disruptive of the class, 
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follows directions, and takes turns and shares (Lin et al., 2003, p. 233). A study conducted by 

Kowalski et al. (2009) provides further evidence of preschool teacher concerns about social-

emotional skills, “they viewed children’s mastery of the social-emotional skills and abilities 

presented as being considerably more important” (p. 9) when compared to language and literacy, 

and early math in the preschool context. Furthermore, Stacks and Oshio (2009) noted: 

Kindergarten teachers reported that kindergarteners who are ready-to-learn are those who 

are healthy, are able to communicate needs, are curious about learning, and are able to 

take turns and share with others. Others have suggested that children who are ready-to-

learn possess basic social and emotional competencies, for example following directions, 

working independently or in a group, and communicating with others. Children who 

possess the above skills are considered socially competent; they are likely to make a 

successful transition to kindergarten and have appropriate behavioral, emotional, 

academic, and social skills that are the foundation of school readiness. (p. 145)   

Several studies confirm that social and emotional development, as well as the overall 

development of the whole child, is continually overlooked and clearly unsupported by many 

state-level early learning guidelines. It is especially troublesome that the holistic perspective of 

child development is not emphasized by many state-level guidelines considering, “This 

philosophy of educating the whole child has led early education theorists to emphasize the 

importance of addressing children’s social and emotional needs as well as their cognitive and 

physical ones” (Kowalski et al., 2009, p. 5). Research conducted by Scott-Little et al. (2006) 

analyzed the conceptualization of school readiness according to state-level organizations. They 

wrote, “we contend that as states develop early learning standards they are, in effect, defining the 
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skills and knowledge viewed as important for later success in school” (p. 155) Results from the 

study concluded: 

The relative lack of the attention to children’s social and emotional development is 

particularly noteworthy… beginning as early as infancy, relationships form the 

foundation for future development. Later school success is dependent on children’s 

development of self-regulatory behaviors, self-understandings, a sense of security and 

social relationships with peers and adults during the preschool years. States that have 

chosen to emphasize academic content without paying attention to social-emotional 

development may be ignoring a specific set of skills and abilities that are particularly 

important of later school success as they have operationalized their concept of school 

readiness. (Scott-Little et al., 2006, p. 164) 

In order to “build more satisfying experiences and better educational and developmental 

outcomes for all young children” (NAEYC & NAECS/SDE, 2002, p. 2), early learning 

guidelines must vertically align to K-12 communities by reflecting teacher concerns relating to 

social-emotional competencies as indicators for school readiness. Additionally, guidelines must 

“create a shared language and evidence-based frame of reference so that practitioners, decision 

makers, and families may talk together about early learning standards and their essential 

supports” (NAEYC & NAECS/SDE, 2002, p. 2), which is an objective of this research. A critical 

step that must be addressed prior to developing a curriculum based on early learning guidelines 

is identifying and understanding how infants and toddlers learn in order for the curriculum to be 

developmentally appropriate and evidence-based.  
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How Infants and Toddlers Learn 

In order to support the development of self-awareness, self-regulation, executive 

functioning, and social skills appropriate to implement in infancy, it is necessary to have an 

understanding of how infants and toddlers learn. This includes psychological and educational 

perspectives centered on having an understanding of human development and cognition.  

Jean Piaget was a developmental psychologist and is largely known for his observations 

with young children and the discovery of how children cognitively advance. According to 

Piaget’s constructivist theory, “children actively organize an understanding of the world through 

their engagement with it and that their understanding develops in distinct stages,” (Lightfoot, 

Cole, & Cole, 2013, p.144). Additionally, Martin and Berke (2007) wrote that, according to 

Piaget: 

Early cognition occurs in a sensorimotor pattern that is restricted by the child’s limited 

experience, egocentric perspective, memory, and thought capacity. Sensorimotor 

intelligence involves the young child coordinating physical actions and sensory 

information… appropriately the first two years of life, young children learn from 

imitation and hands-on experience. (p. 60)  

Gaining an understanding of how infants and toddlers cognitively develop through a 

constructivist perspective gives educators a solid foundation for how to implement 

developmentally appropriate experiences to encourage learning through modeling and providing 

concrete hands-on learning activities.  

Regarding social and emotional development, establishing a sense of security is critical in 

early infancy (Lally & Mangione, 2006, p.16). According to NAEYC’s position statement 
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(2009), the sixth principle noted, “For young infants, there are tasks such as learning to soothe 

themselves from arousal to a settled state. A few years later, self-regulation means developing 

the capacity to manage strong emotions and keep one’s attention focused” (p. 12). According to 

Stacks and Oshio (2009):  

Evidence suggests that one aspect of emotional development, emotion regulation, which 

is associated with attachment, is an important component of learning related skills and 

social skills. Children who are able to regulate their emotions are better able to respond in 

socially appropriate ways and to focus their attention, which makes them easier to teach 

and more likely to be high achievers. (p. 158)  

Recent studies support the claim that “self-regulation is a necessary skill for learning” 

(Petersen, 2012, p. 12). Furthermore, “in infancy, social interaction forms the basis for the 

developing brain, supporting development of emotion regulation and attention,” (Gallagher & 

Mayer, 2008, p. 82). Therefore, the first key ingredient for educational success in infancy is 

establishing relationships (Sorrels, 2012), thus supporting early cognitive and social-emotional 

development.  

To promote attention and learning through exploration within infancy it is critical to be 

familiar with the sociocultural theory proposed by Lev Vygotsky, which defines the concept of 

zone of proximal development (ZPD). According to Lightfoot et al. (2013):   

One of Vygotsky’s most important contributions to understanding children’s 

development is his concept of the zone of proximal development, defined as the gap 

between what children can accomplish independently and what they can accomplish 

when they are interacting with others who are more competent. (p. 22) 
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It is the caregiver’s responsibility to take the child where he or she is developmentally 

and provide an appropriate challenge so that the child can accomplish a more complex task. 

Furthermore, according to Chen et al. (2010): 

Every learning activity involves: (1) the child who brings a range of cognitive abilities, 

interests, and experiences to the activity; (2) the task which presents materials and goals 

that embody knowledge and skills in varied content areas; and (3) the teacher who makes 

choices about grouping and instruction in the context of the classroom. (p. 1149-1150) 

Carefully implementing activities to promote both attention and learning through 

exploration in infancy requires educators to have an understanding of Vygotsky’s zone of 

proximal development. This concept introduces the importance of joint attention episodes which 

can be defined as: 

Triadic exchanges that involve both the infant’s and a partner’s awareness of other’s 

mutual focus of attention on a third object or event… By the end of the first year, infants 

actively coordinate their attention to both the objects and the partner at the same time. 

They use gestures of pointing, showing objects, gaze and accompanying affective 

expressions as signals of their intentions to adult partners. (Bigelow et al., 2013, p. 518)  

Therefore, when an infant’s attention is directed between the object or event and 

caregiver, scaffolded learning experiences can occur and the infant is capable of engaging in 

more advanced play. Play is vital to the development of school readiness skills in infancy.   

Considering development depends on social interactions, tasks, and the ability of the 

child, educators take on the role of scaffolding early learning experiences that are of interest to 

the child. Goals and/or skills must be carefully planned by the teacher; mastery motivation can 
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be considered a useful strategy when scaffolding these early experiences. Keilty and Freund 

(2004) defined mastery motivation as “an internal drive to master a skill, behavior, outcome, or 

goal.” They further noted that, “the common denominator among these words is that the child is 

interested in, enjoys, and wants to try to achieve something the child cannot yet do, without any 

external reinforcement” (p. 3). Thus it is the caregiver’s responsibility to plan appropriate goals 

so the child acquires mastery motivation without external reinforcements. If a child has the drive 

to master a skill to achieve something of his or her interest or enjoyment without a response from 

the caregiver around them guiding their behavior, he or she has achieved mastery motivation.  

Furthermore, “competence increases as the child seeks new challenges to master a task” (Keilty 

& Freund, 2004, p. 3). Competence increases when a child is motivated by his or her interests 

and can accomplish a task independently. It is vital that educators are knowledgeable about child 

development and learning so they are able to implement appropriate objectives that allow infants 

and toddlers to become competent versus inferior if unable to complete a task. 

Learning Through Play 

Establishing the idea of school readiness and how infants learn introduces the idea of 

incorporating play-based learning to foster school readiness skills. Gilbert, Harte, and Carol 

(2011) defined play as “the fundamental means by which children gather and process 

information, learn new skills, and practice old ones.” Additionally, the five attributes of play-

based learning are “intrinsically motivating; freely chosen; pleasurable; non-literal; and actively 

engaging,” (p. 30). According to the National Association of Education for Young Children’s 

(NAEYC) position statement (2009) “research shows the links between play and foundational 

capacities such as memory, self-regulation, oral language abilities, social skills, and success in 

school” (p. 14). Research studies have focused on the concept of purposeful play and how it 
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encourages school readiness skills, “Rather than detracting from academic learning, play appears 

to support the abilities that underlie such learning and thus to promote school success” (NAEYC, 

2009, p. 15). Therefore, the second key ingredient for educational success in infancy is play 

(Sorrels, 2012). According to Jung and Recchia (2013): 

In play, infants experiment with the world and practice their social, cognitive, and 

physical abilities. They explore objects and their properties, imitate others’ actions, try 

out their intended thoughts in reality, and learn how to modify and adapt their skills. 

Their capacity for understanding the world grows from what they experience through 

playful actions and interactions. (p. 829)  

 In order for play-based learning opportunities to be optimal for infant development, 

developmentally appropriate practice must be implemented within the infant and toddler 

classroom environment and interactions. As defined by the NAEYC (2009): 

 Developmentally appropriate practice requires both meeting children where they are… 

and enabling them to reach goals that are both challenging and achievable; all teaching 

practices should be appropriate to children’s age and developmental status, attuned to 

them as unique individuals, and responsive to the social and cultural contexts in which 

they live. (NAEYC, 2009, p. xii)  

Implementing play-based learning to reflect developmentally appropriate practice in 

infancy, in addition to mastery motivation facilitated by the infant educator, allows for early 

learning opportunities, thus establishing the foundation of school readiness.  

The Role of Teachers  
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The role of the infant educator is to address the first key ingredient for educational 

success in infancy: relationships. Establishing secure and trusting relationships support social 

and emotional development. According the National Center for Infants, Toddlers, and Families, 

or ZERO TO THREE, (2013) the social and emotional skills critical to infant-toddler learning 

include “confidence, persistence, self-regulation, attentiveness, and the ability to form 

relationships” (p. 2). Fostering these skills through trusting relationships will “set infants and 

toddlers on the path to being confident learners, productive workers, and emotionally competent 

human beings” (ZERO TO THREE, 2013, p. 2).  

Attachment. Optimal infant development is associated with trusting relationships 

through a secure attachment. When an infant educator successfully establishes a secure 

relationship between the infant and adult, the foundation of school readiness is created: 

Security in infancy is also associated with indicators of school readiness including the 

ability to attend to and comfort exploring the environment, as opposed to monitoring the 

caregiver. Infants classified as secure also exhibit more self-regulatory skills in school 

and engage in joint problem solving and reading activities more often than their insecure 

peers. (Stacks & Oshio, 2009, p. 147) 

Defining the process of the establishment of a secure attachment between the infant and 

educator will allow the educator to apply these strategies in the classroom. Only when a secure 

and trusting relationship is established can the foundation of school readiness skills begin to 

develop in infancy.  

Creating a secure attachment requires the educator to be emotionally available; actively 

involved by attempting to engage in infant play; sensitive by following behavioral cues and 
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acknowledging the infant state; frequently displaying positive affect by smiling, laughing, and 

using motherese; and diminishing intrusiveness such as the educator following his or her own 

agenda despite an infant’s signal (adapted from Miller et al., 2002, p. 412). Further research is 

needed to confirm this claim when in the context of the infant-toddler classroom within a group 

setting.  

Additionally, establishing and maintaining a reciprocal trusting relationship between the 

infant and educator requires stable relationships with caregivers who practice consistency, 

routine, and continual respect, are attentive to and interpret infant cues and respond accordingly, 

and practice positive guidance (Honig, 2002). Successful reciprocal social relationships are 

critical to infancy development; according to Miller et al. (2002), “The ability to regulate 

attention, emotion, and arousal develops in the context of the primary caregiving relationship 

during infancy…” (p. 404). Moreover, secure attachments between the infant and caregiver are 

critical in order to foster school readiness skills, “Children’s ability to regulate their emotions 

and behaviors depends on the security of their attachments to caregivers and the quality of care 

they receive” (Honig, 2002, p. 4).  

In addition to involvement, sensitivity, and positive affect, establishing a secure 

attachment between the infant and educator includes following the seven basic principles of the 

Resources for Infant Educarers, founded by infant specialist and educator Magda Gerber. 

Educarers, or educaring, are terms defined by “the ways in which caring and educating are 

intertwined” (Solomon, 2013, p. 19). Gerber’s Educaring Approach is a resource for parents; 

however, educators following these principles can establish secure attachments; further research 

is needed to establish reliability of this claim within a group setting. Solomon (2013) 
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summarized Magda Gerber’s seven basic principles of the Resources for Infant Educarers to 

include: 

1. Basic trust in the child to be an initiator, an explorer, and self-learner 

2. An environment for the child that is physically safe, cognitively challenging, and 

emotionally nurturing 

3. Time for uninterrupted play 

4. Freedom to explore and interact with other infants 

5. Involvement of the child in all caregiving activities to allow the child to become an 

active participant rather than a passive recipient 

6. Sensitive observation of the child in order to understand his or her needs 

7. Consistency and clearly defining limits and expectations to develop discipline (p. 19-

24) 

Once a secure attachment has been established between the infant and educator, the infant 

is able to actively explore the environment and participate in routines trusting the caregiver will 

ensure all needs are met and the infant is safe.  

In addition to establishing trusting relationships between the infant and adult, infant 

educators have the responsibility to promote opportunities for infants and toddlers to be 

autonomous. Supporting opportunities that promote autonomy requires patience and tolerance, 

“honoring the child’s request… a child-friendly environment provides the minimal assistance 

necessary for the toddler to perform the tasks as independently as possible… autonomy is also 

supported when toddlers are allowed to make age-appropriate choices” (Sorrels, 2012, p. 11). 

Sorrels (2012) concluded,  “children with a strong sense of autonomy are found to have 
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increased engagement, enjoyment, and interest in learning, as well as higher levels of creativity 

and cognitive flexibility” (p. 11). Thus, trusting relationships support cognitive skills (Gallagher 

& Mayer, 2008).  Educators who are responsive and attentive to infants’ behavioral cues 

encourage trust and autonomy which can lead to the development of social and emotional skills 

necessary for school achievement. 

Methods 

Early Learning Standards 

This project has collected information from Virginia’s Early Childhood Development 

Alignment Project: Milestones of Child Development and the National Association for the 

Education of Young Children (NAEYC) and the National Association of Early Childhood 

Specialists in State Departments of Education (NAECS/SDE) joint position statement on early 

learning standards. An overview of the alignment project and joint position statement is 

necessary to gain an understanding of each document’s objectives before conducting a 

comparative analysis.  

According to NAEYC and NAECS/SDE (2002), “early learning standards can be a 

valuable part of a comprehensive, high-quality system of services for young children, 

contributing to young children’s educational experiences and to their future success” (p. 2). 

NAEYC and NAECS/SDE (2002) provide recommendations concerning early learning standards 

to achieve results that “address the significant educational, ethical, developmental, 

programmatic, assessment and policy issues related to early learning standards” (p. 1). The four 

recommendations summarized by NAEYC and NAECS/SDE (2002) include:  

1. Effective early learning standards emphasize significant developmentally appropriate 

content and outcomes.  
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2. Effective early learning standards are developed and reviewed through informed, 

inclusive processes.  

3. Early learning standards gain their effectiveness through implementation and 

assessment practices that support all children’s development in ethical, appropriate 

ways.  

4. Effective early learning standards require a foundation of support for early childhood 

programs, professionals, and families. (p. 4-7) 

According to the Office of Early Childhood Development, Virginia Department of Social 

Services (2008), “the Milestones are a set of child development indicators and strategies for 

adults designed to support the growth and development of young children from birth to 

kindergarten entry” (original emphasis; p. iv). In order to determine if Virginia’s Milestones 

reflect the NAEYC and NAECS/SDE joint position statement and foster the development of 

school readiness in infancy, an analysis is necessary to convey which elements of school 

readiness are indicated in the standards.  

An analysis was conducted comparing NAEYC and NAECS/SDE position statements 

one and three that are applicable to this research and to developing an infant curriculum, in 

addition to an analysis of the guiding principles of Virginia’s Early Childhood Development 

Alignment Project. Throughout the analysis, the Virginia Early Childhood Development 

Alignment Project will be referred to as Milestones. The purpose of the analysis is to determine 

if the guiding principles of the Virginia Milestones align with the NAEYC and NAECS/SDE 

joint position statement, and what elements of school readiness, as defined by this research in the 

literature review, are present in both documents, if applicable. After reviewing the results of the 

comparative analysis, example lesson plans that would be incorporated in an infant curriculum 
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were developed. Activities described in the lesson plans are linked to the Virginia Milestones 

early learning indicators, and include strategies to foster school readiness, to serve as a resource 

for infant educators to begin to apply early learning guidelines to their own curriculum.  

Analysis 

NAEYC and NAECS/SDE position statement #1. “Effective early learning standards 

emphasize significant developmentally appropriate content and outcomes” (NAEYC & 

NAECS/SDE, 2002, p. 4). This element of the NAEYC and NAECS/SDE position statement 

indicates that an effective curriculum includes all domains of development (cognitive, social, 

emotional, physical, and language development); developmentally appropriate content that is 

meaningful to the infant’s learning; flexible descriptions of the expectations of infant abilities 

linked to the developmental levels or ages to avoid underestimating infant abilities or 

assumptions; and culturally relevant curriculum experiences and adaptations to promote success. 

The guiding principles of the Virginia Milestones that reflect the first NAEYC and 

NAECS/SDE position statement include the second and third guiding principles. According to 

the Office of Early Childhood Development, Virginia Department of Social Services (2008), the 

second guiding principle concludes that “every child develops at an individual rate, possesses 

unique characteristics, and exhibits an array of talents and interests regardless of family 

background, culture, special need, experience, or ability” (p. i). Additionally, the Virginia 

Milestones third guiding principle states: 

Optimal learning occurs when we recognize that all aspects of a child’s development… 

are inextricably interrelated and nurtured through a combination of active exploration, 

play, social interaction, and thoughtfully planned activities that capitalize on children’s 
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natural tendency to seek ever higher levels of challenge to master. (Office of Early 

Childhood Development, Virginia Department of Social Services, 2008, p. i)  

The importance of addressing each child’s individual developmental needs, which 

incorporates all domains of development, is apparent in both the Virginia Milestones and 

NAEYC and NAECS/SDE joint position statements.  

Elements of school readiness. The NAEYC and NAECS/SDE position statement and the 

guiding principles of the Virginia Milestones convey the importance of understanding infant and 

toddler cognitive abilities that are developmentally appropriate to the child’s age or 

developmental level. These principles specifically relate to “readiness in the child” with the 

focus being how infants and toddlers learn in a holistic perspective, and guided learning 

opportunities are dependent upon the child’s distinct stage or developmental level and 

appropriate challenges to accomplish complex tasks through social interactions, outlined by Jean 

Piaget and Lev Vygotsky. However, they are incomplete in that they do not explicitly address the 

critical aspect of secure relationships between the infant and educator, especially considering 

“the infant’s complete dependency on his or her caregivers, all areas of infant development 

unfold within the context of the child’s relationships with others” (Early Head Start National 

Resource Center, n/d, p. 4). Thus, a key ingredient in fostering school readiness in infancy is 

relationships, and this aspect should have been emphasized in both the NAEYC and 

NAECS/SDE joint position statement and the guiding principles of the Virginia Milestones. 

All domains of development are interrelated (physical, social, emotional, and cognitive) 

and must be addressed in a curriculum to reflect the holistic learning of infants and toddlers 

(Copple et al., 2013). Before an infant can learn through exploration, play, imitation or modeling 
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a secure relationship must be established considering “curriculum is delivered through 

relationships” (Early Head Start National Resource Center, n/d, p. 8). Moreover, the content 

must be developmentally appropriate, “all teaching practices should be appropriate to the 

children’s age and developmental status, attuned to them as unique individuals, and responsive to 

the social and cultural contexts in which they live” (Copple et al., 2013, p. 1). All children 

develop at individual rates and there must be flexibility to avoid underestimating a child’s 

ability. This is especially important to address in infant-toddler classroom settings considering 

“infants’ rapid growth, developmental gaps, group dynamics, and expanding relationships” are 

dynamically changing. In order to adequately address the variations of infants’ developmental 

statuses, “teachers must constantly and creatively modify and develop their practice” (Jung, 

2013, p. 196).  

To ensure content remains appropriate to the infant’s developmental level, educators 

must have the knowledge of children’s development and an understanding of the individual 

infant’s cultural contexts, in addition to establishing a secure and trusting relationship with the 

infant. Creating infant classroom environments that incorporate developmentally appropriate 

practice and responsive educators allows for “opportunities to build a brain that is capable of 

paying attention, being curious, gathering information, having a memory, problem solving, and 

persisting through frustration” (Petersen, 2012, p. 27). This research suggests future revisions 

should include establishing recommendations in the guidelines of each document to address the 

critical aspect of relationships. 

NAEYC and NAECS/SDE position statement #3. “Early learning standards gain their 

effectiveness through implementation and assessment practices that support all children’s 

development in ethical, appropriate ways” (NAEYC & NAECS/SDE, 2002, p. 6). The infant 
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curriculum must incorporate descriptions of strategies when determining how to implement 

learning activities that include, but are not limited to:  

Language-rich interactions and relationships with adults and peers; challenging, well-

planned curriculum offering depth, focus, choice, engagement, investigation, and 

representation; teachers’ active promotion of concept and skill development in 

meaningful contexts; adaptations for children with disabilities and other special needs; an 

integrated approach to teaching and learning. (NAEYC & NAECS/SDE, 2002, p. 6-7) 

Additionally, the curriculum must include resources for assessment so growth and 

progress can be adequately documented to include culturally valid and reliable information of the 

individual infant. Assessment results must not be misused; “children’s failure to meet standards 

cannot be used to deny them services, to exclude them from beneficial learning opportunities, or 

to categorize them on the basis of a single test score” (NAEYC/NAECS/SDE, 2002, p. 7). The 

Virginia Milestones that align with the first NAEYC and NAECS/SDE position statement 

include the fifth guiding principle, “Quality early learning experiences for children are guided by 

research-based knowledge and practice” (Office of Early Childhood Development, Virginia 

Department of Social Services, 2008, p. i). 

Elements of school readiness. The NAEYC and NAECS/SDE position statement and the 

Virginia Milestones convey through their recommendations the critical role of the teacher in (1) 

the process of implementing strategies to incorporate learning activities in an infant curriculum, 

and (2) to devise an effective assessment component. Child development and individual infant-

toddler developmental stages relate to these NAEYC and NAECS/SDE and Virginia Milestones 

principles; infants and toddlers undergo changes within interrelated domains of development and 
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are “profoundly shaped by the contexts in which they live” (Lightfoot et al., 2013, p. 44). These 

principles are deficient, however, considering they do not emphasize the critical aspect of 

providing opportunities for learning through play. 

To implement teaching strategies to achieve learning and exploration and to document 

valid information through assessments, the educator must have a strong background in child 

development, “Knowing what is typical at each age and stage of early development is crucial. 

This knowledge, based on research, helps us decide which experiences are best for children’s 

learning and development” (Copple et al., 2013, p. 4). It is particularly important for an infant 

educator to have a strong background in child development considering “infant group care 

context is multilayered” and educators must approach curriculum to reflect “infants’ rapid 

growth, developmental gaps, group dynamics, and expanding relationships” (Jung, 2013, p. 198) 

For example, an infant educator must have knowledge of cognitive expectations for all 

developmental levels of the infant group to be effective when intentionally arranging the 

environment to support this domain. According to the American Academy of Pediatrics (2009), 

“an eight-month-old is curious about everything, but he also has a very short attention span and 

will move rapidly from one activity to the next. Two to three minutes is the most he’ll spend 

with a single toy, and then he’ll turn to something new” (p. 260). Opposite to the attention span 

of an eight-month-old, “by twelve months, he may be willing to sit for as long as fifteen minutes 

with a particularly interesting plaything, but most of the time he’ll still be a body in motion” 

(AAP, 2009, p. 260). Thus, to adapt the environment to meet the cognitive levels of the group, 

the infant educator must consider materials that would engage cognitive levels of the eight- and 

twelve-month-old. There should be a variety of materials available for the younger infant to 

compensate for his short attention span; these materials may include “toys and experiences with 
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a variety of colors, textures, sounds, shapes, and smells” (Office of Early Childhood Education, 

Virginia Department of Social Services, 2008, p. 10). Additional materials located throughout 

the classroom environment, with the intention of meeting the older infant’s cognitive needs, may 

include a “variety of new objects to be pulled, pushed, held, dropped, thrown, patted, and 

explored using the senses” (Office of Early Childhood Education, Virginia Department of Social 

Services, 2008, p. 10). An effective teacher is intentional in establishing a safe and stimulating 

environment so infants are motivated to explore. Additionally, it is vital that the educator is able 

to use observations to learn about the infant’s interests, abilities, and developmental progress 

(Copple et al., 2013), thus an infant educator has a critical role in fostering school readiness 

skills in infancy.  

An element of school readiness in infancy not explicitly addressed in the NAEYC and 

NAECS/SDE and Virginia Milestones guiding principles is the key ingredient to fostering school 

readiness in infancy: play. Learning through play and scaffolding learning are related to 

understanding infant-toddler development, “Play is the fundamental means by which children 

gather and process information, learn new skills, and practice old ones” (Gilbert et al., 2011, p. 

29). Additionally, Lally and Mangione (2006) noted, “most learning theorists and cognitive 

specialists affirm that infant interest needs to play a significant role in guiding teachers’ selection 

of learning experiences, materials, and content” (p. 18). Scaffolding learning opportunities to 

reflect individual experiences and developmental levels are vital to the infant’s role of being an 

active participant in exploration and learning through play, “The most effective learning 

experiences build on what children already know and can do, but also encourage them to stretch 

out a reasonable amount toward a new level of achievement” (Copple et al., 2013, p. 11). To 

portray the significance of learning through play in infancy, future revisions must reflect this 
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notion. Revisions should be in the guiding principles that address the role of the teacher 

considering educators are responsible for implementing curriculum and scaffolding learning. For 

instance, the critical role of the teacher includes (1) the process of implementing strategies to 

incorporate learning activities in an infant curriculum based on learning through play, and (2) 

incorporating uninterrupted free play daily to allow the infant to actively participate in exploring 

the natural environment. 

Discussion 

The Milestones of Child Development, derived from the Virginia Early Childhood 

Alignment Project, accurately reflect the NAEYC and NAECS/SDE joint position statement that 

includes the first and third statement of early learning standards. Additionally, The Milestones of 

Child Development are “aligned with Virginia’s Pre-K-12 system, Virginia’s Foundation Blocks 

for Early Learning, and the Head Start Child Outcomes Framework” (Office of Early Childhood 

Development, Virginia Department of Social Services, 2008, p. v). While each document reflects 

current research addressing some elements of school readiness, further guidelines must be 

established in order to address the key ingredients of fostering school readiness in infancy: 

relationships and play. 

It is important to note that Virginia’s Early Childhood Development Alignment Project 

summarizes specific early learning indicators to broadly address relationships and play. 

Standards related to “Relationships with others” are limited to one strand under the category of 

social and emotional development. The notion of learning through play is indirectly discussed 

within the strands of persistence, initiative and curiosity, creativity and inventiveness, and 

reasoning and problem-solving within the indicators of approaches to learning. However, the two 
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key ingredients of fostering school readiness skills—relationships and play—are not addressed in 

the guiding principles of the purpose of the alignment project. Therefore, the importance of 

relationships and play are downplayed in the document.  

To provide additional support for infant and toddler educators, this research links early 

learning standards throughout examples of an infant curriculum based on the Virginia Milestones 

of Child Development (See Appendices A-G). Examples are provided for each developmental 

age group (e.g. 1-3 months, 4-7 months, etc.); developmental milestones vary according to each 

individual child.  Activities described in each lesson plan should be adapted according to the 

individual needs of each child. In order to provide early childhood educators with practical 

examples of an infant curriculum that addresses relationships and play, this research will align 

activities with early learning guidelines within one domain indicator and strand. Although many 

activities listed could easily incorporate multiple early learning guidelines based on the thematic 

learning objectives, this research limits guidelines to no more than one domain.  For each 

example activity, the educator plays the role of a facilitator when he or she sets up the 

environment to motivate active learning and exploration; infants and toddlers will have the 

opportunity for uninterrupted play as he or she explores and investigates novel materials in the 

classroom environment with a caring adult. 

Furthermore, the Milestones do not include assessment tools and they are not intended to 

be used as an assessment tool or developmental checklist. This research includes a 

developmental assessment tool to further support early childhood educators (See Appendix H). 

Early learning standards and developmental milestones should only be used as flexible 

guidelines when implementing teaching strategies to encourage learning through play and 

exploration. Educators must recognize each infant as an individual and must be prepared to 
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accommodate for a variety of developmental statuses, cultural experiences, diversities, and 

disabilities when working with infants and toddlers.  

Conclusion 

School readiness initiatives must be emphasized in infancy to help fill the achievement 

gaps that exist prior to kindergarten considering that, “By age four, an 18-month gap is apparent 

between an impoverished child and his more affluent peers; that gap is still present at age 10 and 

continues through high school” (An Ounce of Prevention Fund, p. 1). All infants are born ready 

to learn and research shows the brain’s foundation for all later learning is established in infancy 

(Petersen, 2012). With over 6 million children three years old and younger in need of care 

provided by someone other than their parent (Lally, 2010), a prime opportunity presents itself to 

prepare our nation’s children for later school achievement by addressing school readiness skills 

in infancy.  

School readiness skills in infants and toddlers can be recognized as, “independence, self-

motivation, creativity, empathy, resilience, assertiveness, and positive self-esteem” (Gilbert et 

al., 2011, p. 30), in addition to attention, curiosity, information gathering, memory, problem-

solving, persistence through frustration (Petersen, 2012), self-awareness, self-regulation, and 

social skills (Sorrels, 2012).  Teachers’ attitudes on readiness indicate that children who are 

entering formal schooling are not prepared with the necessary social and emotional competencies 

needed to make them ready to learn (Gray et al., 2012). Focusing on social and emotional skills 

in infancy must take precedence and the role of the caregiver should be stressed to establish and 

maintain secure relationships between the infant and adult. Educators have the responsibility to 

ensure that secure attachments develop through consistency, active involvement in infant play, 
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sensitivity to infant behavioral cues, in addition to displaying positive affect. It is only when a 

secure attachment is established that advanced learning through play can occur.  

Finally, infant-toddler early learning guidelines should be incorporated effectively within 

a curriculum to address the holistic perspective of the child (cognitive, social, emotional, 

physical, and language development); developmentally appropriate strategies based on the 

developmental level of the child should be applied; curriculum must accommodate for cultural 

experiences, diversity, and disabilities; and teachers must be well educated concerning child 

development and curriculum and assessment strategies. Educators should not use assessment 

results as indicators that an infant or toddler is not mastering particular school readiness skills. 

Instead, observations should be utilized to document growth, progress and learning. 

In conclusion, an infant curriculum must emphasize the importance of secure 

relationships between the infant and educator and learning through play. Infants and toddlers are 

capable of learning and doing so much more than society tends to understand. Infancy is not a 

time of helplessness; on the contrary, infants and toddlers are active learners and explorers who 

navigate through the classroom to make sense of their environment. When infants are 

accompanied by trusted educators in their journey to make sense of their world, infants have the 

ability to imitate and investigate properties through hands-on concrete experiences, in addition to 

the ability to achieve mastery of tasks through appropriate challenges. Our nation’s early 

childhood educators must step up to this challenge and provide the appropriate support that 

children under three years need in order to develop school readiness skills. 
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Appendix A 

Infant Curriculum Examples: 1-3 Months 

Developmental Age Range Infants ranging in age between 1-3 months 

The Virginia Milestones 

Guideline(s) 

Social and Emotional Development 

Strand 1: Relationships with others 

A1: Depend on others to provide for wants and needs  

A2: Form and maintain secure relationships with others 

A3: Respond to the environment in the presence of adult  

 

Thematic Learning Centered 

on: Getting Acquainted 

Establishing consistency and routine 

Exploring body part (face: eyes, nose, mouth; hands, and feet) 

Description of Activities Educator will be sensitive to infant cues and recognize the 

importance of establishing a secure relationship as a priority   

 

Educator will act as a facilitator by setting up the environment to 

promote safety and security; educator will remain in close 

contact with infant as he or she becomes familiar with the new 

classroom environment 

 

Educator will capture the infant’s attention through speech; 

educator will lay beside infant to encourage infant to turn 

head/look in the direction of educator during speech; educator 

will emphasize sound preference: talk “motherese” to infant in 

high and low pitches using a slow rate of speech 

 

Educator will manipulate contrasting color cards in front of 

infant while he or she practices neck strength exercises during 

tummy time (raising head and chest)  

 

Materials Unbreakable mirrors, high contrast patterns and color cards, 

rattles, and soft toys 
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Appendix B 

Infant Curriculum Examples: 4-7 Months 

Developmental Age Range Infants ranging in age between 4-7 months 

The Virginia Milestones 

Guideline(s) 

Physical Development and Health 

Strand 1: Gross motor development 

A1: Demonstrate beginning signs of balance, control, and 

coordination 

Strand 2: Fine motor development 

B1: Develop some ability to grasp and hold a variety of objects 

 

Thematic Learning Centered 

on: Autumn 

Exploring autumn through our senses: sight, touch, and auditory 

experiences  

Engage in experiences promoting cause and effect and object 

permanence  

Description of Activity Educator will shake and roll plastic sensory bottles of “autumn” 

(including sticks, leaves, pumpkin seeds, etc.) (cause and effect) 

 

Educator will hold infant just enough for his or her feet to touch 

the floor; infant will use stepping reflex to crunch and move feet 

in autumn leaves 

 

Infant will be in prone position; educator will motivate older 

infant to roll on side by engaged infant with bright colored 

autumn scarfs  

 

Infant will be in supine position; educator will motivate infant to 

reach by engaged infant with bright colored autumn scarfs  

 

Educator will act as a co-active learner with infant as he or she 

assists infant to explore and examine different size, shape, and 

textured gourds and pumpkins (tactile) 

 

Educator will act as a co-active learning with infant as he or she 

participates in a peek-a-boo autumn game; educator will cover a 

small pumpkin with a scarf, uncover, and repeat (object 

permanence) 

 

Materials Empty plastic water bottles filled with “autumn” (sticks, leaves, 

pumpkin seeds, rocks, etc.); small pile of autumn leaves; bright 

“autumn” colored scarves (orange, red, yellow, etc.); variety of 

pumpkins and gourds in different sizes, shapes, and textures 
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Appendix C 

Infant Curriculum Examples: 8-12 Months 

Developmental Age Range Infants ranging in age between 8-12 months 

The Virginia Milestones 

Guideline(s) 

Fine Arts, Strand 1: Dance arts 

A3: Learn about and have some control of body 

A4: Purposefully act on their environment 

Strand 2: Music 

B3: Experiment with a variety of sound sources (e.g., rattles, 

bells) 

 

Thematic Learning Centered 

on: Construction 

 

Introduction to tools into our building exploration theme 

Investigating rhythm 

Exploring recycled materials 

Description of Activities Educator will model how to tap plastic hammers on different 

surfaces to include blocks, metal cookie sheets, carpet, title 

floors, and bubble wrap; educator will model how to produce 

different rhythms by tapping fast and slow on different surfaces  

 

Educator will model how to stack and knock down recycled 

materials (cereal boxes, toilet paper tubes, produce containers, 

etc.)  

 

Materials Plastic hammers; access to a variety of surfaces and textured 

materials (blocks, metal cookie sheets and baking pans, carpet, 

title, bubble wrap, etc.); construction hats; board books related to 

construction theme; recycled materials (cereal boxes, toilet paper 

tubes, produce containers, etc.) 
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Appendix C (continued) 

Infant Curriculum Examples: 8-12 Months 

 

Students are investigating recycled materials; educator is modeling how to stack and knock down 

these materials (not pictured) 

 

Student is imitating educator’s actions; student is tapping a plastic hammer on various surfaces to 

experiment with sound 
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Appendix D 

Infant Curriculum Examples: 12-15 Months 

Developmental Age Range Toddlers ranging in age between 12-15 months 

The Virginia Milestones 

Guideline(s) 

Cognition and General Knowledge 

Strand 1 Sub-Strand B. Measurement 

B1: Explore objects in their environment 

Strand 2 Sub-Strand B. Scientific Inquiry and Exploration 

B1: Attend to what is happening in the environment  

 

Thematic Learning Centered 

on: Winter 

Investigating the season and weather of winter  

Learning about winter clothes 

Description of Activities Educator will model filling container with same and different 

mittens, dump container so it is empty, and repeat; educator will 

encourage toddler to imitate actions 

 

Educator will act as the facilitator by setting up science 

exploration of manipulating ice cubes with and without mittens; 

educator will assist toddler when he or she picks up an ice cube 

without mitten; educator will assist toddler by putting mittens on 

his or her hands and help the toddler pick up the ice cube with 

mittens 

 

Educator will act as the facilitator by setting up art activity; 

educator will provide large construction paper, white finger 

paint, and large paintbrush so the toddler can creatively express 

him or herself by creating a “snow” picture 

 

Educator will provide “snowballs” in the classroom for toddlers 

to explore during uninterrupted play; educator will demonstrate 

picking up each snowball  

 

Educator will provide a variety of winter clothes, textured 

clothing cards, and board books for the toddler to explore during 

uninterrupted play 

 

Educator will model tearing white streamers (“snow”) and 

placing “snow” on contact paper to make a “snowy day” collage; 

educator will encourage toddler to imitate actions 

Materials Variety of mittens and gloves, small container, and pictures of 

mittens and gloves; ice cubes; large construction paper, paint 

brush, and white finger paint; “snowballs” (socks) in a variety of 

weights and textures (filled with different materials to include 

marbles, beans, rice, cotton balls, etc.); white streamers and 

contact paper; winter clothing, clothing texture cards, and board 

books focused on winter and winter clothing  
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Appendix D (continued) 

Infant Curriculum Examples: 12-15 Months 

    

The student is participating in a science experiment to learn about the properties of ice when 

wearing a mitten vs. no mitten 

          

The student is artistically expressing himself as he creates a “snowy” picture 
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Appendix E 

Infant Curriculum Examples: 15-18 Months 

Developmental Age Range Toddlers ranging in age between 15-18 months  

The Virginia Milestones 

Guideline(s) 

Fine Arts 

Strand 3: Theatre Arts 

C2: Imitate sounds, facial expressions, and gestures of another 

person 

Strand 4: Visual Arts 

D1: Focus on and show interest in objects in the environment 

 

Thematic Learning Centered 

on: Beach and Ocean Life 

Experiencing tactile experiences related to the beach and ocean 

(seashells, sand, etc.) 

Exploring water transportation 

Description of Activities Educator will model splashing water in the sensory table; 

educator will model how to place small boats in the water and 

watch them float; educator will provide toddlers with additional 

age appropriate materials to observe as they sink and/or float 

 

Educator will act as a facilitator by setting up art activity to 

allow toddlers to creatively express themselves by creating a 

“boat”; educator will demonstrate how to dip paintbrush into 

paint, brush or tap paintbrush onto box (symbolizing a boat); 

educator will encourage toddler to imitate actions of using a 

paintbrush 

 

Educator will demonstrate scooping and dumping sand in sand 

toys and onto tray; educator will encourage toddler to touch and 

manipulate the sand with his or her hands 

 

Educator will model how to push seashells into yellow sandy 

play dough to form impressions; educator will assist toddler with 

experimenting how to form his or her own seashell impression 

 

Materials Sensory table filled with water at the appropriate height 

providing easy access for toddlers; plastic shovels, beach/sand 

toys, and sand; variety of seashells of different sizes and textures 

and sandy play dough (homemade play dough mixed with 

yellow food coloring and sand); large recycled boxes. 

Paintbrushes, finger paint paper or large bulletin board paper to 

contain mess to art area, and finger paint 
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Appendix E (continued) 

Infant Curriculum Examples: 15-18 Months 

 

Students are participating in a large group art activity; students are creating “boats” using large 

boxes and finger-paint 

 

The student is experiencing the texture of the beach while he is scooping, dumping, and 

manipulating sand 
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Appendix F 

Infant Curriculum Examples: 18-24 Months 

Developmental Age Range Toddlers ranging in age between 18-24 months 

The Virginia Milestones 

Guideline(s) 

Approaches to Learning 

Strand 1: Persistence 

A4: Increase the amount of time they can persist in repetitive 

tasks or preferred activities  

Strand 3: Creativity and Inventiveness 

C3: Delight in finding new properties and uses for familiar 

objects and experiences 

 

Thematic Learning Centered 

on: Colors 

Experimenting with various art medium 

Introduction to colors with a variety of materials emphasizing 

physical development 

Description of Activities Educator will model how to fill plastic cup with colored noodles 

by using a plastic spoons, dump out the noodles so the cup is 

empty, and begin again (opposites: full/empty) 

 

Educator will demonstrate how to tear colored bulletin board 

paper 

 

Educator will model manipulating various art mediums to 

include, dot paint (educator will grasp and stamp dots on paper), 

play dough (educator will mold and manipulate pieces of play 

dough), and finger paint (educator will smear paint using hands 

and fingers)  

 

Materials Dyed pasta noodles in a variety of colors, plastic drinking cups, 

and plastic spoons; variety of different color bulletin board 

paper; access to gross motor materials (multi-colored gym mat 

and balance beam); variety of different color finger paint, play 

dough, large construction paper and dot stampers  
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Appendix F (continued) 

Infant Curriculum Examples: 18-24 Months 

    

The students are participating in a large group activity; the educator is modeling how to fill an 

empty cup with pasta noodles, dump out the noodles so the cup is empty, and begin again 

    

  The students are participating in a large group activity; the students are tearing colored paper 

(fine motor activity) 
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Appendix G (continued) 

Infant Curriculum Examples: 24-36 Months 

Developmental Age Range Toddlers ranging in age between 24-36 months 

The Virginia Milestones 

Guideline(s) 

Language and Literacy 

Strand 1: Listening and speaking 

A5: Understand questions, some basic concepts, and simple 

directions 

A6: Demonstrate increasing ability to attend to, participate in, 

and understand language in conversations, stories, songs, and 

poems 

 

Thematic Learning Centered 

on: (Spring) Flowers 

To construct knowledge about flowers through sensory input to 

include: sight, smell, and touch (tactile) 

Investigating properties of plants and flowers  

Description of Activities Educator will demonstrate how to (1) fill clear cup with potting 

soil using plastic spoon, (2) place grass seed in clear plastic cup 

under the potting soil (concept, position word: under), and (3) 

pour water into cup with potting soil and grass seed 

 

Educator will model investigating parts of a plant by 

manipulating soil, roots, touching stem, picking off leaf and 

petal, while using the correct vocabulary and labeling parts of 

the plant 

 

Educator will assist toddler as a co-active learner by allowing the 

toddler to choose a color (food coloring) and will assist by 

adding food coloring to water; educator will give the toddler 

simple directions to place the white carnation into cup with dyed 

water  

 

Educator will act as a facilitator by setting up the science table to 

include living flowers and nonliving flowers; educator will 

encourage toddlers to touch, hold, and explore both living and 

nonliving flowers 

 

Educator will act as a facilitator by setting up the art center to 

include finger paint and flowers; educator will encourage 

toddlers to touch, hold, and explore flowers while using them as 

a tool to creatively express themselves. 

Materials Potting soil, cup filled with water, plastic spoons, and clear 

plastic cups (observe roots as seeds grow); grass seed (grass seed 

grows quickly and allows toddler to observe results at a fast 

rate); whole plant (roots, stem, leaves, flower, petals); white 

carnations, food coloring; variety of flowers, construction paper, 

and paint; real flower and pretend flower (living vs. nonliving)  
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Appendix G (continued) 

Infant Curriculum Examples: 24-36 Months 

       

The student is participating in a science activity (planting grass seed) 

     

       

The student is investigating parts of a flower and is artistically expressing herself as she 

participates in process art 
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Appendix H 

Authentic Assessment Tool to Document Growth and Progress 

Educator: ___________________________________________________________ 

Name of child: _______________________________________________________ 

Child’s date of birth: __________________________________________________ 

Domains of Development Anecdotal Observations 

Include date for each observation 

Physical: 

Gross and Fine Motor 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Language Development  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Social and Emotional   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cognitive  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Other: 

Nutrition and Self-Help Skills  

(To use to document first foods, health 

concerns, etc.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


