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UNDERSTANDING
THE CDA
COMPETENCY
STANDARDS BOOK
FOR INFANT
TODDLERS: A
COMPREHENSIVE
GUIDE

E a r l y  c h i l d h o o d
education  is  a  field
built  on  dedication,
p a t i e n c e ,  a n d  a
p r o f o u n d
understanding  of  how
young  minds  develop.
For  pro fess iona ls
w o r k i n g  w i t h  t h e

youngest learners,  the
Cda  Competency
Standards  Book For
Infant  Toddlers
s e r v e s  a s  a n
i n d i s p e n s a b l e
r o a d m a p .  T h i s
essential  resource,
p u b l i s h e d  b y  t h e
Council for Professional
Recognition,  outlines
e x a c t l y  w h a t  i s
required  to  earn  the
Child  Development
A s s o c i a t e  ( C D A )
credential  for  those
who  care  for  children
from birth  through 36
months.  Whether  you
are a new caregiver, a
seasoned  educator
looking  to  formalize
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your  expertise,  or  a
c e n t e r  d i r e c t o r
supporting  your  staff,
this guide provides the
f o u n d a t i o n a l
framework  for  high-
qual i ty  infant  and
toddler  care.
The  CDA credential  is
t h e  m o s t  w i d e l y
recognized  credential
in  ear ly  chi ldhood
education,  and  the
competency  standards
book breaks down the
knowledge,  skills,  and
practices  needed  to
excel. It is not merely a
study  guide;  it  is  a
philosophy of care that
prior it izes  safety,
development,  and
r e s p o n s i v e
relationships.  In  this
article, we will explore
the  structure  of  the
CDA  Competency
Standards  for  infant
and toddler caregivers,
explain how to use the
book  effectively,  and
offer  practical  insights

for  navigat ing  the
certification process.

WHAT IS THE CDA
COMPETENCY
STANDARDS BOOK
FOR INFANT
TODDLERS?

T h e  C d a
C o m p e n t e n c y
Standards  Book For
Infant Toddlers is the
official  guide  published
by  the  Counci l  for
P r o f e s s i o n a l
Recognition.  It  details
the  six  competency
goals that every infant
and  toddler  caregiver
must  master  to  earn
their  national  CDA
credential. These goals
are  broken  down  into
thirteen  functional
a r e a s ,  e a c h
representing  a  specific
s e t  o f  s k i l l s  o r
knowledge.  The  book
e x p l a i n s  w h a t
candidates must do to
d e m o n s t r a t e
competence  in  each
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a r e a ,  i n c l u d i n g
e x a m p l e s  o f
observable  behaviors,
reflective  statements,
a n d  p o r t f o l i o
requirements.
T h i s  r e s o u r c e  i s
specifically  tailored  for
caregivers  working
with children from birth
to  36  months.  Unlike
the CDA standards for
preschool  or  family
child  care,  the  infant
and  toddler  version
e m p h a s i z e s
attachment,  sensory
exploration,  and  the
unique  developmental
milestones  of  the  first
three years of life. The
book  also  includes
guidelines for the CDA
assessment  process,
w h i c h  i n v o l v e s  a
verification  visit,  a
formal  observation,
and a computer-based
exam.

A Closer
Look at
the Six
Compete
ncy Goals
The  six  competency
g o a l s  f o r m  t h e
b a c k b o n e  o f  t h e
standards  book.  Each
goal is broad, covering
an essential  aspect  of
caregiving. Here is how
they are structured in
t h e  C d a
C o m p e n t e n c y
Standards  Book For
Infant Toddlers:

Goal I: To1.
establish and
maintain a
safe, healthy
learning
environment.
This covers
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functional areas
related to safety,
health, and the
physical learning
environment. For
infant and
toddler
caregivers, this
means ensuring
that spaces are
free of hazards,
that sanitation
routines are
followed, and
that the
environment is
stimulating yet
safe for crawling,
walking, and
exploring.
Goal II: To2.
advance
physical and
intellectual
competence.
This goal
addresses how
caregivers
support motor
skills, cognitive
development,
communication,

and creativity.
For infants and
toddlers, this
includes
activities like
tummy time,
sensory play,
language
exposure, and
opportunities for
movement.
Goal III: To3.
support social
and emotional
development
and provide
positive
guidance. This
is especially
critical for the
youngest
children.
Functional areas
include self-
concept,
emotional
regulation, and
social skills. The
book emphasizes
responsive
caregiving,
building trust,
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and using gentle
guidance
techniques.
Goal IV: To4.
establish
positive and
productive
relationships
with families.
Caregivers must
learn to
communicate
effectively with
parents, respect
cultural
differences, and
involve families
in the child's
learning. This
goal is about
partnership.
Goal V: To5.
ensure a well-
run, purposeful
program
responsive to
participant
needs. This
covers program
management,
including
observation,

documentation,
and planning
individualized
activities. For
infant and
toddler
caregivers, this
means following
each child's
unique cues and
rhythms.
Goal VI: To6.
maintain a
commitment to
professionalis
m. This goal
addresses ethical
conduct, ongoing
learning, and
advocacy for the
early childhood
profession. It
reminds
caregivers that
their work is both
a science and an
art.

Each of these goals is
b roken  down  in to
functional  areas,  and
t h e  C d a
C o m p e n t e n c y



6

6 Cda Compentency Standards Book For
Infant Toddlers

2023-05-25

Standards  Book For
Infant  Toddlers
provides  deta i led
statements about what
competence  looks  like
i n  p r a c t i c e .  F o r
example, under Goal I,
the  functional  area  of
s a f e t y  i n c l u d e s
competencies  such  as
i d e n t i f y i n g  a n d
eliminating  hazards,
supervising children at
all times, and following
e m e r g e n c y
procedures.

WHY THE
COMPETENCY
STANDARDS BOOK
MATTERS FOR
INFANT AND
TODDLER
CAREGIVERS

Working  with  infants
a n d  t o d d l e r s  i s
profoundly  different
from  working  with
older  children.  Babies
and  toddlers  cannot
always  express  their

needs  verbal ly,  so
caregivers  must  learn
to  read  non-verbal
cues ,  unders tand
developmental  stages,
and  respond  w i th
sensitivity.  The  Cda
C o m p e n t e n c y
Standards  Book For
Infant  Toddlers
equips caregivers with
a  clear  framework  for
doing just that. It shifts
the focus  from simply
" b a b y s i t t i n g "  t o
intentional,  research-
based  caregiving  that
s u p p o r t s  b r a i n
deve lopment  and
secure  attachment.
E a r n i n g  t h e  C D A
credential  also  opens
doors  to  professional
advancement.  Many
s t a t e s  a n d  e a r l y
childhood  programs
require  or  prefer  the
CDA  for  lead  teacher
positions in infant and
toddler  classrooms.
T h e  c o m p e t e n c y
s t a n d a r d s  b o o k
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e n s u r e s  t h a t  a l l
c a n d i d a t e s  a r e
evaluated on the same
r igorous  cr i ter ia ,
creating  a  consistent
standard  of  quality
across  the  field.  For
caregivers, the book is
a tool for self-reflection
and  growth.  It  helps
them identify their own
strengths and areas for
improvement,  which
l e a d s  t o  b e t t e r
outcomes for children.

The
Thirteen
Functiona
l Areas
Explained
Within  the  six  goals,
t h e  C d a
C o m p e n t e n c y
Standards  Book For
Infant  Toddlers

out l ines  th i r teen
functional areas. These
are  the  specific,
o b s e r v a b l e
competencies  that  a
CDA  candidate  must
demonstrate. Here is a
brief overview of each
functional  area  as  it
applies  to  infant  and
toddler care:

Safe: Ensuring
the environment
is free of hazards
and that children
are supervised at
all times.
Healthy:
Promoting good
hygiene, proper
nutrition, and
routines that
support physical
well-being.
Learning
Environment:
Organizing space
and materials to
support
exploration and
development,
including soft
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spaces for non-
mobile infants
and safe areas
for toddlers to
move.
Physical:
Supporting gross
and fine motor
skills through
activities like
reaching,
grasping,
crawling, and
walking.
Cognitive:
Providing
experiences that
promote
problem-solving,
object
permanence, and
cause-and-effect
understanding.
Communication
: Using language-
rich interactions,
responding to
babbling and
early words, and
reading books
aloud.
Creative:

Offering
opportunities for
sensory play,
music,
movement, and
art exploration.
Self: Supporting
the development
of a positive self-
concept and a
sense of identity.
Social:
Encouraging
positive
interactions with
peers and adults,
including turn-
taking and
parallel play.
Guidance: Using
positive
discipline
techniques that
are appropriate
for the child's
age and
development,
such as
redirection and
modeling.
Families:
Building
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respectful
relationships
with families,
sharing
information
about the child's
day, and
involving parents
in the program.
Program
Management:
Using
observation to
plan
individualized
activities and
routines that
meet the needs
of each child.
Professionalis
m: Adhering to
ethical
standards,
engaging in
continuing
education, and
advocating for
the needs of
children and
families.

T h e  C d a
C o m p e n t e n c y

Standards  Book For
Infant  Toddlers
provides  deta i led
e x a m p l e s  a n d
reflective  questions  for
each  of  these  areas,
helping  caregivers
connect  theory  to
practice.

HOW TO USE THE
CDA COMPETENCY
STANDARDS BOOK
EFFECTIVELY

I f  you  are  pursuing
your  CDA  credential,
the  standards  book  is
your  primary  study
companion.  Here  are
practical  steps  for
using it effectively:

Read the book1.
thoroughly.
Start by reading
the entire book
to understand
the structure and
expectations.
Pay special
attention to the
competency
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statements for
each functional
area.
Use it for self-2.
assessment.
For each
functional area,
ask yourself:
"How do I
currently meet
this standard?
What evidence
can I provide?"
The book
includes
examples, but
your own
practice may
look different.
That is okay.
Build your3.
Professional
Portfolio. The
CDA requires a
portfolio that
includes resource
collection items,
reflective
statements, and
documentation of
your work. The
standards book

tells you exactly
which items are
needed for the
infant and
toddler
credential. Use it
as a checklist.
Prepare for the4.
verification
visit. The book
outlines what to
expect during
the observation
by a CDA
Professional
Development
Specialist.
Review the
functional areas
and think about
how you can
demonstrate
competence in
your daily
routine.
Study for the5.
CDA exam. The
computer-based
exam covers
content from all
six goals. The
standards book is
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the primary
source for test
content. Focus
on understanding
the concepts, not
just memorizing
definitions.

Common
Misconce
ptions
About the
Compete
ncy
Standard
s Book
S o m e  c a r e g i v e r s
assume  that  the  Cda
C o m p e n t e n c y
Standards  Book For
Infant  Toddlers  is

only for people who are
just  start ing  their
careers.  In  reality,
many  experienced
educators  find  the
b o o k  h e l p f u l  f o r
r e f r e s h i n g  t h e i r
practice  and  aligning
wi th  cur rent  bes t
practices.  Another
misconception  is  that
t h e  b o o k  i s  t o o
theoretical  or  difficult
to understand. While it
does  cover  important
concepts, the language
is  access ib le  and
focused  on  real-world
application.  The  book
includes  examples
from actual classrooms
and  family  child  care
settings,  making  it
easy  to  see  how  the
standards come to life.
It  is also worth noting
that  the  standards
book  i s  r egu la r l y
updated  to  reflect  new
research  in  ea r l y
c h i l d h o o d
development.  The
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most  current  version
includes information on
trauma-informed  care,
c u l t u r a l
responsiveness,  and
dual language learning.
Always ensure you are
using the latest edition
p u b l i s h e d  b y  t h e
Council for Professional
Recognition.

PRACTICAL
APPLICATIONS IN
THE INFANT AND
TODDLER
CLASSROOM

Let us look at how the
standards  in  the  Cda
C o m p e n t e n c y
Standards  Book For
Infant  Toddlers
translate into everyday
practice.  Consider  a
caregiver named Maria
w h o  w o r k s  w i t h  a
group  of  six  infants
ranging  from  three
months  to  twe lve
months old.  Using the
framework  from  the
book,  Maria  ensures

that  her  classroom  is
safe  by  conducting
daily  checks  for  loose
p a r t s ,  c o v e r i n g
electrical  outlets,  and
keep ing  c lean ing
supplies  locked  away.
She  promotes  health
by  following  a  strict
diaper-changing  and
handwashing  routine,
and she offers a variety
o f  t e x t u r e s  a n d
materials  for  sensory
exploration  to  support
cognitive  and physical
development.
F o r  s o c i a l  a n d
e m o t i o n a l
development,  Maria
responds  consistently
to  each  baby's  cues.
She  knows  that  baby
Amara  prefers  to  be
held  facing  outward,
while baby Lucas likes
to  be  rocked  side-to-
side. By individualizing
her  care,  Maria  helps
each child  feel  secure
a n d  v a l u e d .  S h e
communicates  with
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families  every  day,
sharing  photos  and
notes  about  naps,
feedings,  and  new
skills. Maria also takes
time  to  observe  and
document each child's
development,  using
those  observations  to
plan next steps. This is
the kind of intentional
p rac t i ce  tha t  the
competency  standards
book encourages.
For toddler caregivers,
the  standards  look
slightly  different.  A
toddler  teacher  might
focus  on  supporting
language development
by labeling objects and
narrating  actions,  on
e n c o u r a g i n g
independence  during
m e a l t i m e  a n d
handwashing,  and  on
using positive guidance
t o  h e l p  c h i l d r e n
navigate big emotions.
T h e  C d a
C o m p e n t e n c y
Standards  Book For

Infant  Toddlers
provides  the  roadmap
for this work, ensuring
that caregivers address
the whole child.

TIPS FOR SUCCESS
WITH THE CDA
CREDENTIAL
PROCESS

I f  you  are  ready  to
p u r s u e  y o u r  C D A
credential  using  the
Cda  Compentency
Standards  Book For
Infant Toddlers, here
are  some  proven  tips
for success:

Join a study
group.
Connecting with
other candidates
can help you
stay motivated
and gain new
perspectives on
the standards.
Seek a mentor.
A CDA
Professional
Development
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Specialist or a
lead teacher with
a CDA can offer
guidance and
feedback as you
prepare your
portfolio.
Document
everything.
Save lesson
plans, parent
communication
logs, and photos
of your learning
environment.
These can all
serve as
evidence of
competence.
Practice
reflective
writing. The
CDA requires
written
reflections on
each
competency
goal. Use the
questions in the
standards book
to guide your

writing. Be
honest and
specific about
your
experiences.
Review the
exam content
outline. The
back of the
standards book
includes a
detailed content
outline for the
CDA exam. Use it
to focus your
study efforts on
the most
important topics.
Take care of
yourself. The
credential
process can be
demanding. Pace
yourself,
celebrate small
wins, and
remember that
you are doing
this to become a
better caregiver
for the children
in your program.


