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Welcome to Vermont’s Competencies for 
Program Directors of Early Childhood and 
Afterschool Programs! 
 
This booklet provides information about the 
competencies, and can also be used as a self- 
assessment tool, and in professional development 
planning.  
This document is also available on the Northern Lights 
Career Development Center website. 
http://northernlightscdc.org  
 
The Northern Lights Career Development Center is 
Vermont’s unified system of professional development 
for early childhood and afterschool professionals.  Its 
goal is to support and enhance the development of a 
quality, statewide professional development system. 
The system strives to be consistent, accessible and 
comprehensive in meeting the needs of early childhood 
and afterschool professionals from entry to advanced 
levels. 
 
 
 

What are Competencies? 

Competencies refer to the observable skills and 
dispositions needed by professionals in order to provide 
high quality care and education to children and their 
families. They are organized around Core Knowledge 
Areas, which represent the key knowledge areas of the 
profession.  

Core Competencies for Early Childhood Professionals 
apply to all professionals working with young children 
ages birth to six and their families.  They align with the 
Northern Lights Career Ladder Levels I-VI, from entry 
Level to advanced. The Core competencies are detailed 
as a self-assessment tool with examples, for Levels I, II 
and III. Levels IV, V and VI align with Vermont 
Department of Education teacher licensure with early 
childhood related endorsements.  

Core Competencies for Afterschool Professionals apply 
to people working with school age children, beginning 
with the kindergarten year, in before or after school 
programs. They are designed to serve entry level staff 
persons and build up to competencies typical of 
afterschool program administrators. The competencies 
are the first piece of an emerging career lattice system 
that is diverse and will lead to a broad range of 
education and human service vocations. 

 
Competencies for Program Directors of Early 
Childhood and Afterschool Programs expand the 
existing core competencies for both for early childhood 
and afterschool professionals.  The Program Director 
competencies especially build on Level III and above. 
 
Whereas the Core Competencies for the Early 
Childhood and Afterschool Professionals describe the 
knowledge, skills, and attitudes needed to be successful 
in working with children and families, the Competencies 
for Program Directors in Early Childhood and 
Afterschool Programs describe the additional 
knowledge, skills, and attitudes needed in an 
administrative role.  
  
 
        

What are the Key Assumptions? 
 
Competencies for Program Directors of Early Childhood 
and Afterschool Programs are anchored to these 
assumptions that guide their use: 
 

1. Research consistently reports that competent 
directors are essential to a successful program 
for children and families. 

2. Effective administration of a center requires a 
strong foundation in child development and 
education as well as business and management 
knowledge. 

3. Administrative functions include a multitude of 
tasks and systems designed to carry out the 
program’s mission.  

4. Leadership requires that managers have the 
vision to focus on the larger picture, anticipate 
trends, and set new goals. 

5. The role of the director is multifaceted and 
dynamic. Though all competencies may not be 
required in a particular job, directors should 
strive to acquire all the skills and knowledge 
reflected in the competencies. 

6. Competencies are emergent and develop over 
time with experience, education, and intention. 
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What is the role of a Program Director? 
 
The term “Program Director” is used to describe the 
role of the person or the team responsible for the day-
to-day operation, supervision, and administration of the 
program and for planning, implementing, and 
evaluating the program. It is a broad role, requiring 
leadership and oversight of the place, the program, and 
the people.    
 
Program is inclusive of various environments such as 
corporate centers, family homes, schools, afterschool 
programs, and childcare centers. 
 
 Director is also inclusive and represents a variety of 
titles used in programs for children and youth to 
describe the person on the front line: director, 
manager, curriculum specialist, supervisor, executive 
director, coordinator, family childcare provider, or 
administrator. 
 
The responsibilities of a program director vary 
according to the needs of the program. Numerous 
factors shape the work of directors in Vermont:  the age 
and background of the children enrolled, the services 
provided, the philosophical orientation of the program, 
the local sponsorship of the center, the size of the 
program, the accrediting agency, and so on. Depending 
on the structure of the program, a director may not use 
all of the core competencies in his/her current job, but 
all are relevant for continuing professional development 
as a director in this field. 
 
 

Why is it important to establish 
Competencies for Program Directors? 
 

1. Competencies define what an administrator 
needs to know and do to provide effective 
services and operate high quality programs for 
children and youth. 

2. Competencies provide a framework for 
education and training. 

3. Competencies establish a standard for directors 
in settings that serve children and youth. 

4. Competencies permit consistency among 
directors regardless of the differences in work 
settings. 

 

 

How can Competencies for Program 
Directors be used? 
 

1. Competencies can provide a tool for self-
assessment so directors can measure their 
levels of skill in each competency. 

2. Competencies can drive the design of courses, 
workshops and trainings. 

3. Competencies can help create job descriptions 
for directors. 

4. Individual professional development plans can 
be designed around the competencies. 

5. Competencies can be considered as a basis for 
performance evaluation or compensation 
incentives. 

6. Competencies can be linked to career pathways 
leading to qualifications, degrees and 
credentials. 

7. Researchers can study the link between director 
competencies and children’s outcomes 

 
 

What is the structure of the Competencies 
for Program Directors? 
 
The Competencies for Program Directors are set up 
within the following framework: 
 
Knowledge Areas refer to the big chunks- the topics 
describing the knowledge needed by program directors 
to effectively manage an early childhood or afterschool 
program. The Knowledge Areas for Program Directors 
align with the Core Knowledge Areas from both the 
Early Childhood and Afterschool Core Competencies.  
 
Some of the Knowledge Areas are also divided into Sub-
Headings, which identify smaller components within 
the Knowledge Area. 
 
Competencies describe the knowledge area specifically. 
They are concrete and achievable. They detail the 
observable skills, values and attitudes needed by 
professionals in order to provide high quality service. 
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Knowledge Areas 
 
Competencies for Program Directors of Early Childhood 
and Afterschool Programs are organized around five 
knowledge areas deemed essential to the position of a 
director.  The five knowledge areas are: 
 
Child and Youth Development 
Families and Communities 
Teaching and Learning/Curriculum  
       and Learning Environments 
Healthy and Safe Environments 
Professionalism and Program Organization 
 
All of the competencies included in these knowledge 
areas are relevant for continuing professional 
development of directors in this field.  Individual job 
descriptions, however, may not require a director to use 
all of the competencies.  Acquiring most of the 
competencies and having knowledge of all the 
competencies promotes growth and development for 
both the director and the organization. 
 
 
Definitions of Knowledge Areas  
 
KNOWLEDGE AREA 1:      
Child and Youth Development 
In guiding program staff, Program Directors need a 
strong understanding of how children and youth 
develop, various factors that influence child 
development, and how individual children’s 
development varies.  
 
KNOWLEDGE AREA 2:     
Families and Communities 
Programs thrive when there are strong partnerships 
with families and with members of the community. 
Program Directors must know their families, advocate 
on their behalf, and build alliances to ensure that 
children and families have the opportunities they need 
to be successful. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
KNOWLEDGE AREA 3:     
Teaching and Learning/ Curriculum and Learning 
Environments 
Program Directors must implement and sustain a 
culturally sensitive, non-discriminatory and inclusive 
learning environment based on principles of child and 
youth development and professional standards.  
Program Directors must have an understanding of 
curriculum and assessments that are based on 
principles of child and youth development, professional 
and research-based standards, and pedagogy.   
 
KNOWLEDGE AREA 4:  
Healthy and Safe Environments 
Keeping children and staff safe and healthy is a 
fundamental requirement of any facility.  Program 
Directors must ensure that policies designed to 
promote sound health, safety, nutrition, and exercise 
practices are effectively implemented. 
 
KNOWLEDGE AREA 5:   
Professionalism and Program  
Organization 
Program Directors need a solid foundation in the 
principles of organizational management, including how 
to establish systems for smooth program functioning, 
and how to manage staff and finances to fulfill the 
mission of the program. 
 
This Knowledge Area is divided into five subheadings: 
 
Professionalism 
Fiscal Management 
Legal Issues 
Personnel 
Leadership 
 
 
 
 

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––– 3 –––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––



 

Knowledge Areas, Subheadings and 
Competencies 
 
KNOWLEDGE AREA 1     
Child Development/ Child and Youth 
Development 
In guiding program staff, Program Directors need a 
strong understanding of how children and youth 
develop, various factors that influence child 
development, and how individual children’s 
development varies. 
 
COMPETENCIES 
 
1.1 

Identifies the organic, environmental, cultural, 
and social influences affecting children’s 
growth and development from pre-natal 
through early adolescence. 

 
1.2 

Identifies the milestones of children’s physical, 
cognitive, language, aesthetic, social and 
emotional development. 

 
1.3 

Designs and implements written policies for 
using appropriate positive child/youth      
guidance. 

 
1.4 

Is responsive to the impact of organic and 
environmental influences on children’s 
development. 

 
1.5 

Assists staff in recognizing and responding to 
differences in children’s temperament, 
developmental level and learning style. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
  
 
KNOWLEDGE AREA 2 
Families and Communities 
Programs thrive when there are strong partnerships 
with families and with members of the community.  
Directors must know their families, advocate on their 
behalf, and build alliances to ensure that children and 
families have the opportunities they need to be 
successful. 

 
COMPETENCIES 
 
 
2.1 

Identifies community services available to 
children and families including education, 
health, mental health, nutrition, social services, 
and family support and can assist families in 
accessing these services. 

 
2.2 

Develops collaborations with agencies and 
community resources to meet the needs of 
children and families. 

 
2.3 

Maintains oversight of consultants, specialists, 
and community teams working on behalf of 
enrolled children and families. 

 
2.4 

Provides comprehensive services that 
incorporate the cultural diversity of the 
community. 

2.5 Designs and use multiple strategies to involve 
families in the program. 

 
2.6 

Explores key issues, barriers, and resources for 
working with families and local schools to 
develop school readiness and transition 
strategies. 

 
2.7 

Models effective communication techniques 
and selects appropriate methods to build 
trusting relationships with children, staff and 
families.  

 
2.8 

Implements administrative practices that 
promote the inclusion of children with special 
needs. 
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KNOWLEDGE AREA 3    
Teaching and Learning / Curriculum and Learning 
Environments  
 
Directors must implement and sustain a culturally 
sensitive, non-discriminatory and inclusive learning 
environment based on principles of child and youth 
development and professional standards. 
 
COMPETENCIES 

3.1 
Selects and implements curriculum based on 
principles of child development, best practices, 
and early learning and afterschool standards. 

3.2 
Evaluates the implementation of curriculum by 
staff and volunteers. 

3.3 
Selects appropriate informal and formal 
child/youth assessments and guides staff in their 
use. 

3.4 
Uses child/youth assessments to guide and 
inform curriculum implementation. 

3.5 
Plans and evaluates indoor and outdoor learning 
environments. 

3.6 
Manages the purchase and maintenance of 
supplies, materials, and equipment. 

3.7 

Establishes and maintains learning environments 
that are responsive to and meets the needs of 
children at different ages and developmental 
levels.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

KNOWLEDGE AREA 4:   
Healthy and Safe Environments 
 
Keeping children and staff safe and healthy is a 
fundamental requirement of any facility.  Directors 
must ensure that policies designed to promote sound 
health, safety, nutrition, and exercise practices are 
effectively implemented. 
 
COMPETENCIES 

4.1 
Evaluates the facility and equipment for 
meeting county, state, and national standards 
of health and safety. 

4.2 

Adheres to health and safety requirements and 
maintains necessary records as defined by 
state codes and regulations for children and 
staff. 

4.3 
Develops and implements written policies and 
procedures to ensure a healthy and safe 
environment for children and staff. 

4.4 

Develops and implements an emergency 
preparedness plan to include policies and 
procedures that address staff training, 
maintenance of emergency supplies and 
equipment, and the continuation of services. 

4.5 
Develops procedures to ensure that state and 
federally mandated Child Abuse and Neglect 
regulations are followed. 

4.6 
Assures that food served by the program 
provides variety and complies with nutritional 
standards and regulations. 

4.7 
Plans and monitors a system for sanitary 
preparation and food service in compliance 
with all health regulations. 

4.8 
Plans and monitors a system to ensure regular 
physical activity for children.  
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KNOWLEDGE AREA 5:   
Professionalism and Program Organization 
Directors need a solid foundation in the principles of 
organizational management, including how to establish 
systems for smooth program functioning and how to 
manage staff and finances to fulfill the mission of the 
program. 
 
COMPETENCIES 
   A. Professionalism 

5A.1 

Creates an inclusive, bias-free, and diverse 
environment that values respect, reflective 
thinking and an open exchange of professional 
ideas. 

5A.2 
Establishes and follows effective 
communication and decision-making structures 
with program staff and stakeholders. 

5A.3 
Employs effective skills in group process, team 
building, and conflict resolution. 

5A.4 
Conducts ongoing program evaluations and 
includes input from families and staff. 

5A.5 
Develops a strategic plan for the program and 
implements goals and objectives into daily 
practice. 

5A.6 
Models and integrates the national code of 
ethical conduct into policies and practices. 

5A.7 
Uses safe and effective technology for 
communications and program management. 

5A.8 
Develops effective marketing strategies and 
materials using a variety of media. 

5A.9 
Seeks out and engages in ongoing professional 
development and learning. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

B. Fiscal Management 

5B.1 

Develops written fiscal policies and procedures 
following generally accepted business practices, 
basic accounting principles and assures 
compliance with applicable guidelines. 

5B.2 
Develops and operates within a balanced 
budget. 

5B.3 
Prepares and presents budget and business 
reports to appropriate entities. 

5B.4 
Applies concepts of budgetary projection, 
including enrollment, tuition and late fee 
policies.  

5B.5 
Develops a compensation structure and 
manages payroll. 

5B.6 
Manages the purchase and maintenance of 
supplies, materials, and equipment. 

5B.7 
Manages county, state, and federal 
reimbursement funds. 

5B.8 
Identifies available financial resources at 
federal, state, and regional levels. 

5B.9 
Engages in effective grant writing, grant 
management, and fiscal evaluation. 

5B.10
Develops and implements a fundraising plan 
driven by program needs and philosophy. 
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KNOWLEDGE AREA 5:   
Professionalism and Program Organization 
(Continued) 
 

C. Legal Issues 

5C.1 

Adheres to all applicable federal, state, and 
county laws, codes, and regulations as they 
relate to: family law, child custody, 
confidentiality, child neglect and abuse, non-
discriminatory practices, classroom ratios and 
class size, labor laws, Americans with Disabilities 
Act, Occupational Safety and Health 
Administration, cyber safety, religious 
exemptions, etc. 

5C2. 
Complies with program policy, liability, and 
licensing regulations. 

5C3. 
Implements strategies for working cooperatively 
with regulatory agencies. 

 
 
 

D. Personnel 

5D.1 
Develops and implements written personnel 
policies that comply with applicable laws and 
regulations and align with best practices. 

5D.2 
Coordinates and administers a benefits program 
for employees. 

5D.3 
Develops and maintains staffing patterns that 
provide consistency and continuity of care. 

5D.4 
Develops a system to manage and maintain 
personnel records. 

5D.5 
Writes effective job descriptions using core 
competencies and uses these in recruiting, 
hiring, supervising, and evaluating personnel. 

5D.6 
Creates a positive and proactive work 
environment that supports staff and volunteers. 

5D.7 
Implements policies and procedures for 
recruiting, hiring, evaluating, and terminating 
staff. 

5D.8 
Engages staff in developing and supporting the 
program’s mission and philosophy. 

5D.9 
Provides program orientation and ongoing 
professional development opportunities for 
staff and volunteers. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
E. Leadership 

5E.1 Develops a personal philosophy of leadership. 

5E.2 
Articulates the program’s vision, mission, and 
values, and creates a culture built on diversity, 
continuous improvement, and ethical conduct. 

5E.3 

Demonstrates supervisory strategies for 
effective management of group dynamics, 
including problem-solving, decision-making, 
prioritizing, delegating, reporting and 
motivating. 

5E.4 
Conducts, documents, and evaluates meetings 
using effective communication and facilitation 
skills. 

5E.5 
Demonstrates effective teambuilding 
strategies. 

5E.6 
Engages in self-assessment, sets personal and 
professional goals, and models lifelong 
learning. 

5E.7 
Provides staff with resources, support, 
opportunity, direction and guidance in meeting 
their job descriptions. 

5E.8 
Participates in professional organizations at the 
local, state and national level. 

5E.9 
Demonstrates leadership in self-selected 
initiatives at the local, state and national level. 

5E.10 
Expands sphere of influence to bring needed 
change to the program, the community, and 
the profession. 

5E.11 
Implements strategies to influence public 
policy on behalf of children/youth and families. 
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