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There is growing national interest in how and what
children learn, both in terms of learning process and
learning outcomes. In recent years, advances in science
and technology have helped shed light on how learning
takes place in the brain, and just how early that process
begins. Research now tells us that 85% of a child’s
social, emotional and intellectual skills are in place by the
age of five.

At the same time, federal mandates such as No Child
Left Behind have required school systems to take a closer
look at what children should be learning and how that
learning should be documented.

Woven together, these two strands have increased
attention on the critical impact of early childhood education
on K-12 school success.

As one of three regional jurisdictions receiving a
2005 Virginia Smart Beginnings grant, Fairfax County
created a community partnership which is called The
Fairfax County School Readiness Collaborative to develop
innovative approaches to help early childhood education
professionals gain the skills they need to support the
school readiness of the young children in their care.

Members of the Collaborative, including Fairfax
County’s Office for Children, Fairfax County Public
Schools (FCPS), Fairfax County Head Start, Northern
Virginia Community College, and Fairfax Futures, believed
the development of early learning guidelines was the
cornerstone of its efforts to strengthen quality early
childhood education in Fairfax County. The Head Start
Outcome Framework, the FCPS Pre-K and Kindergarten
Program of Studies, as well as early learning guidelines
from numerous states provided rich background. The
significant work of many individuals contributed to the
design, content, and piloting of this document, as
described in the acknowledgements.
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Framework to Support Quality

Early Childhood Education in Fairfax County

Introduction

Throughout the nation, within the Commonwealth of Virginia, and in Fairfax County,
there is a growing interest in the crucial relationship between early learning and later
school success. In addition, recommendations at all three levels are strongly expressing
the need to align the expectations for the education of young children with the expectations
of the public school. This alignment of the Early Learning Guidelines with the FCPS
Program of Studies creates a continuum of learning from birth through grade 12 in Fairfax

County.

The Early Learning Guidelines provide a framework for using what we now know
about the importance of the early years to support later school success. This framework
has been built around a set of assumptions that are reflected in all aspects of the
Guidelines. These assumptions give early childhood educators in Fairfax County an

opportunity to:

consolidate our understanding of young children as active learners;

define a process for planning a curriculum in the early years;

plan a comprehensive approach to their professional development;

build partnerships with parents/families through regular communication about

observed child behaviors;
strengthen communication and coordination with K-12 systems.

View of the Child '
£4Children learn through their

_ o Important relationships (social

Young chHgIren, as we npw know, are building t.he learning); they learn when they
neural connections for learning from even before birth. feel good and are engaged

The role of supportive, positive relationships cannot be and motivated in what they are

. . e learni i ;
over-emphasized as important to the positive, healthy an‘ﬁg';;fg/ (12237“3/773/ /i;fnlng);
en they are

development of children. making sense of their world
(intellectual learning). One

The Early Learning Guidelines (ELG) that follow ?ype of learning...is not more

suggest environments for learning that focus on the Important than another, since

for children to /earn—socia/,

whole child’s development and support variability within ; _
) ] emotional and intellectyal
a developmental continuum. Young children should be learning all go together. 77
seen as capable, developing positively within the con- ’
text of family and community, and possessing positive (Families and Work Institute p.2)

attributes and dispositions for learning.
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Role of Curriculum for Early Learning

Curriculum for young children is based in their primary learning mode - play. As
the ELG are used to plan curriculum, young children need to be active learners, making
choices among appropriate activities and materials, developing persistence and problem-
solving skills, and learning to work with and among others. Developmentally appropriate
curriculum is child-centered, rather than adult-centered, but is orchestrated by the adult
to meet young children’s needs. Using the ELG, adults must be careful observers of
children’s interests, progress, and learning, and be adept at using multiple techniques
to craft the curriculum to the individual children in their care. The domains and
benchmarks provide a framework for this curriculum planning so children can experience a
comprehensive program during their early years. The dispositions and skills that children

develop when they are young serve as the base for successful learning in elementary
school and beyond.

Professional Development

Early childhood educators can also use ELG to assess their own professional growth,
highlighting strengths and achievements, and pinpointing areas for continued growth. In-
dividuals can review the ELG to ensure that they have a sound knowledge base in each of
the domains.

(éWell-educated, knowledgeable, and caring

teachers are the key to positive outcomes for In addition, the ELG can be a use-
children. Efforts to create early learning standards ful tool for educators to use when com-
must be accompanied by in-depth professional municating with parents/families, other
development, coaching, and mentoring for educators, and interested professionals
teachers, administrators, and teacher educators . . .

- not just about the standards themselves but about children by providing an authentic
about appropriate curriculum, teaching strategies, record of the child’s growth. This ability
relationships, and assessment tools that together to describe a child’s development over
make up a systematic approach to improving time will demonstrate the professionalism

outcomes for all children. 77 of the provi der.

(NAEYC and NAECS/SDE p.10).

Partnerships with Families

Parents and families are children’s first and most significant teachers. Research has
demonstrated conclusively that when parents are involved in their children’s schooling,
children are more successful. In the early childhood setting, parents begin the process
of learning to interact with their children’s teachers, and this sets the stage for future
participation in school settings. ELG can support parents’ learning about their children,
demonstrating how learning takes place through typical early childhood experiences, and
how these experiences support the development of skills needed later in the K-12 setting.
Families should also be invited to become partners in the use and implementation of the

ELG, including sharing language and cultural practices that provide vital connections to the
child’s family and heritage.

Fairfax County Early Learning Guidelines



Coordination with K-12 School Settings

ELG focus on children’s developing competencies and the ways that early childhood
programs can enhance and document their development. Since the ELG are aligned
with existing standards of the Program of Studies for grades within the Fairfax County
Public Schools, the continuum of learning becomes seamless. The children who enter
kindergarten on the first day of the school year are the same children who, the previous
week, were enrolled in early care and education programs. It is crucial that young children
are supported in their early development in ways that promote the acquisition of skills

(£High-quality early
childhood education can
promote intellectual,
language, physical, social,
and emotional development,
creating school readiness
and building a foundation
for later academic and
social competence. By
defining the desired content
and outcomes of young
children’s education, early
learning standards can lead
to greater opportunities
for positive development
and learning in these early
years. 77

(NAEYC and NAECS/SDE

and positive attitudes towards learning. This will lead to
school success.

The ELG provide a framework for supporting children
through a seamless continuum between and among
programs and settings. But the ELG are guidelines,
not restrictive criteria used to find failure in children.
They are developmental references, not discrete
achievements; they are illustrations of progress, not final
outcomes; they are whole-child centered, not domain
restrictive; they are integrated across development, not
separated into discrete tasks. The ELG are used to
support child development and program planning; they
are not used to exclude children from participation or
highlight perceived deficiencies.

The ELG can, however, be useful in helping identify
children who have or might develop special needs. If

a child seems to be struggling, or not progressing over

time through the progression of developmental
benchmarks, early childhood educators can work
with parents to identify available resources such

as Child Find to help them better understand the
causes underlying their observations and concerns.

The ELG should also be works in progress.
Given the fluidity of children’s development, our ex-
panding knowledge about the processes of devel-
opment and learning, and the unique communities
from which children come, there should always be
openness to adapting or changing ELG as needs
dictate. Families and communities must also be
involved in both the development of and the review
of the ELG, as should be schools and other stake-
holders in the community.

Fairfax County Early Learning Guidelines

¢4...to succeed in school, children
require a specific set of social and
emotional characteristics... These
characteristics include confidence,
curiosity, intentionality, self-
control, relatedness, capacity to
communicate, cooperativeness...
These characteristics equip children
with a ‘school literacy’ more basic
than knowledge of numbers and
letters. It is these characteristics
that are most closely associated
with school success. 77

(Zero to Three Heart Start p.1).




The ELG were written for young children in early childhood education programs in
Fairfax County, including centers, preschools, and family child care homes. The
organizational structure has been designed so that early childhood educators in these
settings can readily use the ELG as a reference tool in observing children, documenting
their growth, and planning a quality early childhood program.

There are several organizing features to the structure of Fairfax County’s Early Learning
Guidelines:

Domains have been selected from the Head Start Child Outcomes Framework.
They provide a useful way to organize information for purposes of planning curriculum
that supports children’s development in all areas of growth and learning. It is important
to remember, however, the domains are not meant to fragment the child’s learning into
isolated, discrete learning tasks. For example, many learning experiences will cross many
domains. As a result, the ELG support a focus on the whole child. Each of the eight
domains is identified by a set of letters, followed by numbered sub-categories and lettered
benchmarks to streamline documentation of children’s progress.

Developmental progression, from infancy to age five or pre-
K, illustrates the progress or growth that will occur during the early years. Because young
children’s developmental timetables can be different, the ELG highlight developmental
progressions, and are not intended to be linked to prescribed ages. Teachers and parents
should look for change over time as a measure of development, rather than expecting that
each child will achieve competency at the same time in any domain. Children should not
be compared one to another; rather each child as a unique individual should be viewed as
capable and eager to learn, as he/she achieves milestones at his/her pace.

Benchmarks, learning experiences,
and indicators structure the process that should be used in planning curriculum for young
children.

Benchmarks describe what we want children to be able to do as they progress in their
development over time. They are not comprehensive of all the potential development
that will be seen. Instead, the benchmarks were selected because they demonstrate
key developmental behaviors. The benchmarks have been clustered in three sections
based on the work of Early Head Start with infants and toddlers, Head Start with
young preschoolers, and FCPS Pre-K Program of Studies for older preschoolers. Within
each sub-domain area, letters are used to identify each benchmark.

Learning experiences highlight opportunities that adults can provide young children to
engage them in benchmark-associated activities and behaviors.

Indicators are those behaviors adults will observe as children engage in the sample
learning experiences when children have mastered the developmental skills described
by the benchmark.

Fairfax County Early Learning Guidelines



As early childhood professionals use the ELG to plan their program or curriculum for
children and document children’s progress, they may find it useful to collect information in
“Child Portfolios.” Portfolios are useful tools for recording individual children’s progress
over time.

Using ELG as a structure, early childhood educators can organize these portfolios to
capture what children can actually do in each of the domains over time. This provides the
clearest and most accurate picture of each child’s development in a format that is easy to
share with parents. By collecting representative samples of children’s work, and providing
narrative and graphic evidence of achievement, teachers can document learning and plan
more effectively for further growth.

The documentation process used in creating a portfolio can become part of
an assessment system. An assessment system based on ELG will:

v help a teacher get to know a child by collecting many types of
evidence of the child’s learning;

v/ provide information that can directly be used to plan learning
experiences for individual children and groups of children;

v/ track children’s progress to ensure that every child is progressing in
all areas;

v/ supply documentation to help identify children who may benefit from
referral to early intervention services;

v/ organize information for assessments, progress reports, and other
forms of communication for parents or a child’s next teacher,
including the kindergarten teacher, as one way of supporting a
smooth transition.

By using the ELG in such a comprehensive fashion, early childhood educators will have
a guide that helps them assess their programs, gain deeper understanding of individual
children, and make good decisions to support children’s progress in learning. As a result,
early childhood educators will be able to select appropriate curriculum and plan specific
learning experiences so children can demonstrate what they have learned. All of these
professional skills can lead to the creation of a quality early childhood experience for young
children that will contribute to their successful transition to kindergarten and their success
in school.

Fairfax County Early Learning Guidelines



Early Learning Guidelines
Chart of Domains

Social and Emotional Development
Self-Concept
Self-Control
Cooperation
Social Relations
Knowledge of Families and Communities

Approaches to Learning
Initiative and Curiosity
Engagement and Persistence
Reasoning and Problem Solving

—

Listening and Understanding
Speaking and Communicating

—

Phonological Awareness
Book Knowledge and Appreciation
Print Awareness and Concepts
Early Writing
Alphabet Knowledge

Number and Operations
Geometry and Spatial Sense
Patterns and Measurement

Scientific Skills and Methods
Scientific Knowledge

Creative Arts
Music
Art
Movement
Dramatic Play

Health and Physical Development
Gross Motor Skills
Fine Motor Skills
Health Status and Practices

Fairfax County Early Learning Guidelines 7
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Department of Family Services
Office for Children
12011 Government Center Parkway, Suite 920
Fairfax, Virginia 22035

Telephone: 703-324-8100 Fax: 703-803-0116

www.fairfaxcounty.gov/childcare

Fairfax County is committed to nondiscrimination
é\. on the basis of disability in all county programs,
services and activities. Reasonable accommodations

will be provided upon request. To request this
information in an alternate format, call 703-324-8042, TTY




