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The periodic table reveals an almost miraculous regularity. In it, the haphazard truths —
observed piecemeal by so many individuals day-to-day, over centuries across the world
— serendipitously fall in line. In its elemental predictability, a reassurance of order be-
neath the chaos.

As a psychologist, the periodic table has always inspired a bit of jealousy in me. I want-
ed that sense of underlying order that my biochemistry roommate in grad school en-
joyed. But it appears my wish may be coming true: as many states, like my own of Con-
necticut, join in the laborious steps toward defining the core knowledge and competen-
cies for early childhood educators.  Education policy is ambitiously working to lay out its 1

periodic table. We are combining our collective experience with an unprecedented 
surge in rigorous research to define core knowledge and competencies (CKC’s) , the 2

foundational elements of what teachers need to know and be able to do to predict stu-
dent success. 

While some may complain that the CKC’s are “nothing new,” that is precisely the point. 
This codification is necessary. Like the periodic table, to understand the elements is to 
understand the universe. 

Over the past four years, I have been honored to lead hundreds of teachers, parents 
and advocates in Connecticut as they crafted this powerful roadmap for professional 
development and self assessment. In this process we scanned Federal guidelines, best 

  Connecticut Core Knowledge and Competency Framework for Professionals Working with Young Chil1 -
dren and Their Families (2017). Available at http://www.ct.gov/oec/cwp/view.asp?
a=4541&Q=586598&PM=1

 Core knowledge and competencies (CKCs) refers to the expectations for what the workforce should 2

know (content) and be able to do (skills) in their role working with and/or on behalf of children and their 
families. These CKCs provide a foundation for professional development design (including instructional 
practices) and other quality improvement efforts. LeMoine, S., NAEYC 2008. Workforce Designs: A Policy 
Blueprint for State Early Childhood Professional Development Systems.
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practice and other states’ frameworks. In the end, we in Connecticut, much like our col-
leagues in Massachusetts , California , and New York , came to a comprehensive “peri3 4 5 -
odic table” of dozens of skills and knowledge areas across seven domains. 

In stepping back to focus on the forest rather than the trees, all those individual ele-
ments are recognized as three basic practices:
• Know Yourself
• Know Kids
• Know Your Kids

We all use these principles everyday as educators. The CKC’s are simply the mapping 
of the detailed work that go into each, so that none of the elements will be forgotten. But 
there are still a whole lot of elements—45 in Connecticut’s version! So I am encouraging 
leaders to introduce the CKC framework through this more practical three step lens.

Know Yourself

To best support children in their growth it is essential that we have an awareness of our 
own values and beliefs as they impact our decisions. Reflective practice and self-evalu-
ation are opportunities to ask “why do I do what I do?” They are processes that chal-
lenge assumptions about early childhood education and practice, ask us to think critical-
ly about alternative perspectives and importantly, be willing to change based on new in-
sights.  This includes CKC’s like:6

• Engages in an annual self-evaluation process and uses information to develop an 
individualized professional development plan.

• Integrates knowledge based on reflection and critical perspectives on early educa-
tion.

 Massachusetts Department of Early Education and Care. (2010). Core Competencies for Early Educa3 -
tion and Care and Out-of-School Time Educators. Available at http://www.eec.state.ma.us/docs1/prof_de-
vel/core_comp_packet.pdf

 California Department of Education and First 5 California (2012). California Early Childhood Educator 4

Competencies. Available at http://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/cd/re/documents/ececompetencies2011.pdf

 NYC Early Childhood Professional Development Institute. (2012). New York Core Body of Knowledge: 5

New York State’s Core Competencies for Early Childhood Educators 2012. Available at http://www.early-
childhood.org/pdfs/CoreBody.pdf

 Curtis, D. and Carter, M. (2008). Learning together with young children: A curriculum framework for re6 -
flective teachers. St. Paul, MN: Redleaf Press.
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Reflective practice requires us to distance ourselves from thoughts, opinions and ac-
tions, in order to objectively assess impact. It has been shown to foster continuous pro-
fessional development for teachers and result in positive benefits for children.7

Today, too many teachers are unprepared for the demands of stressful conditions, like high-
stakes testing or students with severe learning needs. Most teacher training programs focus on 
pedagogy, at the expense of the social, emotional and cognitive demands of teaching itself. A 
personal mindfulness practice has been found to impact teaching and classroom cul-
ture,  helping to promote a calm but lively classroom environment. Mindfulness, accord8 -
ing to author and expert Jon Kabat-Zinn, is simply “Paying attention, in a particular way: 
on purpose, in the present moment, and non-judgmentally.”  By practicing mindfulness 9

in their own lives - and often with their students - teachers can train their minds to be-
come more aware of inner and outer experience and learn to manage emotions, com-
municate more effectively with students, and manage difficult situations.10

Reflective practice acknowledges frames that we all bring to the teaching relationship. 
Often subconscious, implicit biases guide our expectations and interactions. Assisting 
with the goal of cultural competency and diversity in the classroom, the process of re-
flective practice moves us toward bringing the unconscious, to the conscious level. 
When researchers discover biases in our classroom interactions that we could not see, 
it’s as though someone has for the first time given us access to an incredibly powerful 
microscope. Suddenly, we see what we could not see before! 

A 2016 study from the Yale Child Study Center found that preschool teachers anticipate 
more problem behaviors from black children, than white children.  Correlated with that 11

bias is data showing that black students are suspended and expelled at a rate three 
times greater than white students. On average, 5% of white students are suspended, 
compared to 16% of black students.  As a start to countering bias, we must know it ex12 -
ists. Reflective educators may feel challenged by these findings, but they also feel grati-
tude at having the tools to intervene on the “chemical reactions” that produce bias in our 
classrooms.

 Katz, L. (2012). Developing professional insight. In G. Perry, B. Henderson (Eds.), Our inquiry, our prac7 -
tice: Undertaking, supporting and learning from early childhood teacher research(ers) (pp.119-122). eds. . 
Washington, DC: NAEYC.

 Srinivasan, M. (2010). Teach, Breathe, Learn: Mindfulness in and Outside of the Classroom.8

 Kabat-Zinn, J. (2005). Wherever You Go, There You Are.9

 Jennings, P.A. (2015). Mindfulness for Teachers.10

  Do Early Educators’ Implicit Biases Regarding Sex and Race Relate to Behavior Expectations and 11

Recommendations of Preschool Expulsions and Suspensions? Gilliam, et. al. (2016). Available at http://
ziglercenter.yale.edu/publications/Preschool%20Implicit%20Bias%20Policy%20Brief_fi-
nal_9_26_276766_5379.pdf

     U.S. Department of Education Office for Civil Rights. Issue Brief No. 1 (March 2014). http://ocrda12 -
ta.ed.gov/Downloads/CRDC-School-Discipline-Snapshot.pdf
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Finally, reflective practice asks that we remain in the moment when making observa-
tions about children’s experiences and interactions. Child development theories, like the 
Gesell maturational theory, understand that children do not develop at the same rate; 
children even across one grade vary wildly. As such, reflective practice prepares us to 
assess impact and never assume. Honest reflective practice, as a complete process of 
self reflection and evaluation, leads us to appropriate adaptations for children and the 
classroom. It leaves room for curriculum planning that is respectful of children’s 
strengths and interests.

Know Kids. 

Knowing about child development and learning is crucial to guide decisions about prac-
tice and construct developmentally appropriate and meaningful experiences. Recogniz-
ing what is typical at each age and stage of child development, and importantly knowing 
that  normal variations occur, This includes CKC’s like:
• Knows and recognizes the major developmental milestones of children.
• Recognizes that development is influenced by biology, individual characteristics, fam-

ily, community, and culture.
• Modifies own practice in relationship to current theory and research on child growth 

and development.

Children are born ready to learn, and the sequence of development is progressive and 
predictable. But the pace differs. Development in a single domain impacts and is im-
pacted by learning and growth in other domains. Recognizing key developmental mile-
stones is as important as spotting when they are not being met. In addition to considera-
tion of the child’s age and unique stage of development, good teachers consider the in-
fluence of a child’s culture, abilities and special needs.

Finally, we must remain curious students. Child development theory is on the cusp of a 
theoretical shift, in part as a reaction to new knowledge and tools to better understand 
human development and gene expression. Staying current on new research in is imper-
ative. For example, research about the developing brain and the impact of environment 
and relationships on  brain development is relevant to the entire early childhood work-
force, regardless of role. In 2015, the Institute of Medicine report on Transforming the 
Early Childhood Workforce  was published, further informing the work of early educa13 -
tors. 

 Transforming the Workforce for Children Birth Through Age 8:13

A Unifying Foundation authored by the Institute of Medicine and National Research Council of the Nation-
al Academies (2015). Available at https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2016/12/161221125425.htm
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What we now know about early brain development is:14

• We knew it was early, but we didn’t know it was that early. Learning is rapid and cumu-
lative and begins earlier than we thought. 

• It’s not (just) about the words. Child directed speech is the game changer.
• It’s not (all) about me. The thinking of infants and toddlers is less egocentric and far 

more inquisitive and conceptual than traditionally believed. 

In a recent Atlantic article, "The Underestimation of America’s Preschool Teachers," au-
thor Lillian Mongeau quotes Marcy Whitebook, director of the Center for the Study of 
Child Care Employment: "Existing brain science backs up what educators could only 
theorize in the 1970s: The first five years of a child’s life are key to their overall brain 
development. What children learn before age five—both academic skills like critical 
thinking and social skills like taking turns—sets the stage for the rest of their lives.”

The single most important element in capitalizing on that crucial window, Whitebook 
adds, is who provides education in those years. "People don’t tend to think teaching 
young children [is] as complex work as teaching older children, but in fact, it is. It’s hard 
for people to see that because of the nature of young children and because we have a 
historical approach that anybody can do it.”

Know Your Kids. 

Good teachers understand how to promote young children’s learning and development 
by tailoring experiences to nurture young children’s individual nature. In their 2003 Posi-
tion Statement, the National Association for the Education of Young stated that early 
childhood professionals have the responsibility to “make ethical, appropriate, valid, and 
reliable assessment a central part of all early childhood programs. NAEYC recommends 
that to assess young children’s progress and needs, use methods that are developmen-
tally appropriate, culturally and linguistically responsive, tied to children’s daily activities, 
supported by professional development, and inclusive of families. This includes CKC’s 
like:
• Uses assessment tools and strategies that are appropriate for the child’s age and 

level of development and accommodate the child’s sensory, physical, communica-
tion, cultural, linguistic, social, and emotional characteristics 

• Understands the types and multiple purposes of assessment; as well as how to de-
sign, adapt, or select appropriate assessments to address specific learning goals, 
individual differences, and minimize sources of bias

What we learn about specific children helps us teach and care for each child as an indi-
vidual. By continually observing children’s play and interaction with the physical envi-

 Oliveira, M. (2016). The Latest Information on Brain Growth in the Earliest Years. Available at http://14

www.gesellinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/The-Latest-Information-on-Brain-Growth-in-the-Ear-
liest-Years-2016-1.pdf
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ronment and others, we learn about each child’s interests, abilities, and developmental 
progress. But gathering such individualized information from children isn’t easy.  15

The ultimate goal of an assessment for young children should be to gain as much in-
formation about the whole child as we possibly can in a developmentally appropriate 
format. This includes information about their background, parent input, school input 
(when applicable), and to be integrated in an overall plan for future learning and growth 
success. The assessment process should be variable, allowing for observation of many 
domains, as well as room for developmental contrast in children. Assessment should 
bring about benefits for all children, and be tailored for a specific purpose.

To do what we know is best, we must know what we do, know what to do, and as-
sess. The periodic table of skills and knowledge are the building blocks of good prac-
tice, but the human element at work in their synergy and complex reactions can not be 
understated. The research is clear that young children thrive when supported by nurtur-
ing adults who are intentional about engaging the whole child. Intentionality includes 
knowing yourself and what you bring to the teaching relationship, knowing what chil-
dren, of various ages and stages need to learn and grow, and finally being objective in 
assessing how what you are doing is working for each individual child, and a willingness 
to change practice when the situation asks. To teachers, this is old school from a new 
lens.

 Akers, E. (2016). Assessment and Young Children Available at http://www.gesellinstitute.org/choosing-15

the-right-assessment-tool/  
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