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Mission Our mission is to promote the health and development of 
infants and toddlers.

What We 
Do

Wh W

We are a national, nonprofit organization that informs, trains 
and supports professionals, policy makers and parents in 
their efforts to improve the lives of infants and toddlers.

•We train professionals and build networks of leaders
•We influence policies and practice 
•We raise public understanding of early childhood issues

Early experiences matter The care and resources that

About ZERO TO THREE…

We envision a society with the 
knowledge and the will to support 

all infants and toddlers in 
reaching their full potential.
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Why We 
Do It

Early experiences matter. The care and resources that 
parents and other adults provide for infants and toddlers has 
an enduring effect on their health and development.  
Investments in high quality care and services yield 
significant social and economic benefits today and in the 
future.

How We 
Do It

All our work is:

•Grounded in research and experience
•Multidisciplinary
•Collaborative
•Culturally responsive
•Clinically Informed
•Accessible

Principles of Development in the Early YearsPrinciples of Development in the Early Years

Relationships are central

Social-emotional competence is 
a foundation of later learning 

Families play a fundamental role 
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Young children are actively 
engaged in exploring their 
environment

These principles support literacy 
development as well as other 
areas of learning

How is the Birth-to-Three Period Different?

Babies and Toddlers:

Are developing their first relationships

Learn from parents and other adults and 
other children
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Not yet able to participate effectively in adult-
directed group activities

Explore the environment and begin              
to solve problems on their own
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Brain development and connections stimulated by 
back and forth of reciprocal parent-infant dialogue 

Language in social interaction stimulates a baby’s 
mastery of one or more languages

Relationships are central to infants’ language and 
literacy learning

Copyright © 2008 by ZERO TO THREE
5

Reading and other literacy experiences in infancy 
expose babies to language patterns as well as to 
concepts, vocabulary, and reading conventions 

Literacy experiences in the early years predict 
language and reading achievement in elementary 
school 

…and also build other important school 
readiness skills:

• curiosity
• motivation
• social-emotional development and self-regulation

Relational experiences build literacy…
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social emotional development and self regulation
• persistence
• self-concept and confidence as a learner

Can’t separate literacy from other domains 
of growth and learning

Caring and learning experiences in the early years

• More than 12 million infants and toddlers in the U.S.

• 56% of mothers of infants and toddlers are 
employed

• Nearly half of U.S. infants and toddlers are cared for 
by someone other than a parent for part of every 
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week

• Concerns about the stability and quality of care 

arrangements
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Many infants and toddlers face challenges

44% live in poverty or low-income families

Many low-income children live with parents who have 
less than high school education

One-third face at least one risk that could compromise 
their development and school readiness and one in 10
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their development and school readiness, and one in 10 
faces multiple risks

One in four young children lives in an immigrant family

Many immigrant families have at least one parent who 
speaks English well, but 26% of immigrant children 
over 5 years have limited English proficiency

Differences emerge early
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10

Child Trends & Council of 
Chief State School Officers, 
2010
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Early investment has great returns…

Total federal, state 
and local 
investment in child 
development and 
education for 
infants and toddlers 
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is 9 cents for every 
dollar invested in 
school-age children.  
Most public 
spending on 
children birth to 2 is 
for health and 
nutrition.
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Per-child Public Spending - 2004

Urban Institute and the Brookings Institution, 2009

Elements of a high-quality early 
learning environment for birth -3

 language-rich environment
 lots of social interaction with peers & adults
 teachers seek to stimulate and capitalize on 

children’s interests
 small group size and high adult-child ratios
 warm responsive adult child interactions
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 warm, responsive adult-child interactions
 stable staff

When adults or communities expect young children to master skills 
for which the necessary brain circuits have not yet formed, they 

waste time and resources, and may even impair healthy brain 
development by inducing excessive stress in the child. 

– National Scientific Council on the Developing Child
Working Paper #5, p.4

Some mechanisms for improving quality

Early Learning Guidelines – 19 states and territories

Core Knowledge and Competencies for teachers of 
children birth to five – 36 states

Infant/toddler specialist networks – 22 states

Quality Rating and Improvement Systems – 18 states
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Within the birth-to-5 age period, we have to adapt 
experiences to the child’s age and developmental 
competencies.

Link early experiences to later experiences.

E l i ti l d f d ti l

A Look at Early Learning Guidelines
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Early experiences are essential and foundational.  
More sophisticated experiences are provided at a 
time when maturing brain circuits can build on them.

Infant/toddler and preschool language and literacy 
standards align with each other in a way  that shows 
how “later  experiences build on earlier 
experiences.”

Peter Mangione, WestEd

Expressive Language Standards at 5 Expressive Language Standards at 5 
Different Ages during Early Childhood Different Ages during Early Childhood 

At around 8 
months children 
experiment with 
sounds, and use 
sounds or 
gestures to 
communicate 
needs, wants, or 
interests

At around 18 
months children 
say a few words 
and use 
conventional 
gestures to tell 
others about their 
needs, wants, 
and interests

At around 36 
months children 
combine words 
into simple 
sentences and 
demonstrate the 
ability to follow 
some 
grammatical

At around 48 
months children 
use increasingly 
complex and 
longer sentences 
that combine two 
phrases or two or 
three concepts to 
communicate

At around 60 
months children 
use increasingly 
complex and 
longer 
sentences, 
including 
sentences that 
combine two to

Copyright © 2008 by ZERO TO THREE
15

interests. and interests. grammatical 
rules of the home 
language.

communicate 
ideas.

combine two to 
three phrases or 
three to four 
concepts to 
communicate 
ideas.

Adapted from the California 
Infant/Toddler Learning & 
Development Foundations and 
the California Preschool 
Learning Foundations. 

Fostering Language and Literacy Development Fostering Language and Literacy Development 
of Infants and Toddlersof Infants and Toddlers

Focusing on emotionally positive teacher-child relationships 
IS supporting literacy.

Staff need awareness of early childhood development, along 
with each child’s temperament, competencies, interests, 
inclinations, needs, family experiences, home 
language(s), and cultural experiences.

Copyright © 2008 by ZERO TO THREE
16

language(s), and cultural experiences.

Provide daily opportunities to create and share meaning 
through stories, conversation, songs, and more
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Opportunities to Build a Qualified Infant-Toddler 
Workforce

Core Knowledge and Competencies for teachers 
of children birth to five 

– 36 states

Infant/Toddler Specialist Networks 

– 22 states

Quality Rating and Improvement Systems 
including infant-toddler programs 

– 18 states

Building Professional Development Systems

Professional standards
Career Pathways
Articulation
Advisory Structure
D tData
Financing

NAEYC – Workforce Designs 

Professional Standards

Head Start/Early Head Start

– Improving the qualifications of infant-toddler teachers 
and home visitors

Virginia

Unified training for home visitors– Unified training for home visitors



7

Building Career Pathways

Region 1

– Training for Infant-Toddler Consultants
Colorado 

– Social Emotional Learning Certificate
C lif iCalifornia

– Early Learning System Design
New Jersey

– Linking Infant-Toddler Credential to college credit

Challenges in Building a System

Status of the workforce

– Create opportunities for infant-toddler caregivers to 
improve qualifications

Need to build awareness of the roots of literacy

– Increase knowledge and resources in institutions of g
higher education and among professional development 
providers

Need to know what works

– Link professional                                                 
development to outcomes

For more information:

www.zerotothree.org/policy

fnelson@zerotothree.org
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The related webinar is posted at:

www.zerotothree.org/literacywebinar



Disclaimer: 

The information that is included in the conference materials or provided by conference presenters is 
intended to serve as a resource for participants. It should not be construed in any way as an 
endorsement by the U.S. Department of Education (Department) of particular materials, products, 
services, or approaches or as an attempt by the Department to mandate, direct, or control the 
curriculum, program of instruction, or assessments of a State, local educational agency, or school. 
Consistent with the appropriate Federal requirements, States and localities have the flexibility to 
determine how best to use Federal funds to help ensure that every student can read at grade level or 
above by the end of the third grade. 
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