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Introduction: How to use the learning trajectories

The Australian Education Research Organisation (AERO)’s Early Childhood Learning Trajectories are designed for teachers 
and educators working in early childhood education and care (ECEC) services for children in the years before school. 
They can support ongoing professional learning for individuals and entire ECEC services and teams.

The Early Childhood Learning Trajectories describe how children learn 
and develop in these key domains:

 • Executive functions

 • Social and emotional learning

 • Mathematical thinking

 • Language and communication

 • Physical development.

While each learning trajectory describes children’s progress in a single 
domain, they are designed to be used in interconnected ways. A single 
experience within an early childhood program may support progress in 
multiple domains at the same time. Progress in one domain may depend 
on progress in another.

You can use the learning trajectories in a variety of ways to strengthen your 
curriculum and inform your pedagogical decision-making, in line with the 
Early Years Learning Framework (EYLF V2.0) or other approved learning 
frameworks used in your service. The learning trajectories also support the 
National Quality Standard (NQS), especially Standard 1.3: Assessment and 
planning. They can help your service lift quality and implement your Quality 
Improvement Plan.

This introduction will go through:

 • EYLF Principles

 • EYLF Practices

 • EYLF Planning Cycle

 • EYLF Learning Outcomes.

 Introduction: How to use the learning trajectories
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EYLF Principles

The EYLF V2.0 sets out 8 Principles to guide ECEC practice, based 
on contemporary theories, perspectives and research evidence. 
The learning trajectories are designed to support these Principles, 
especially those listed in this section.

Secure, respectful and reciprocal 
relationships

The learning trajectories are designed to be used flexibly, 
and seamlessly integrated into existing practice. They are 
a resource for building your professional knowledge – not 
a test or a form – and do not involve extra documentation. 
This means you can spend more time on what matters most: 
nurturing responsive relationships with children and families.

Partnerships

The learning trajectories can support you to discuss children’s 
learning, development and wellbeing with families, colleagues 
and educators and teachers. They are useful for facilitating 
partnerships between educators and teachers working with 
different age groups, as they show the continuity of learning, 
development and wellbeing throughout the years before 
school. They also provide useful language and ideas for 
describing each child’s strengths at the transition to school, 
and enriching narratives about children’s progress.

Respect for diversity

The learning trajectories recognise that children learn and develop 
in unique ways. They encourage you to see each individual 
child’s strengths and opportunities, recognising that children 
may be at different stages across domains. Children’s progress 
may accelerate, slow down or even reverse at different times or 
in different contexts. The learning trajectories are open-ended, 
encouraging you to consider how children may demonstrate 
progress in each domain in ways that reflect their community, 
identity and culture.

Critical reflection and ongoing professional 
learning

The learning trajectories can help you gradually build your 
understanding of how children learn and develop. They are 
designed to be explored, used, reflected upon and revisited 
over time. This includes supporting educational leaders to 
facilitate critical reflection with their teams.

Collaborative leadership and teamwork

The learning trajectories provide you with the language to 
support professional conversations with your team about 
children’s learning, development and wellbeing.

Early childhood learning trajectories 
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What you can do next

The following are tips for using the learning trajectories to embed these 
Principles in your practice:

 • Think about how you can use the learning trajectories in positive ways 
that enhance relationships with children and families. This includes 
recognising that children’s progress is not always linear and avoiding 
misusing the learning trajectories as ‘checklists’ or milestones that need 
to be met.

 • Use words and ideas from the learning trajectories in your interactions 
with families, colleagues and other professionals, to strengthen 
partnerships and build shared understandings of children’s progress 
in each domain.

 • As you explore the learning trajectories, reflect on what progress in 
each domain might look like for each child. Consider how you can 
use the learning trajectories to recognise and celebrate each child’s 
strengths and progress in ways that are culturally safe and responsive.

 • If you are an educational leader, consider how you can use the learning 
trajectories in individual and group professional learning. The ideas in 
this guide may help you design collaborative learning experiences for 
your team.

 • Motivate each other to use the learning trajectories effectively in 
everyday practice. Draw on the learning trajectories to assist in sharing 
your insights about children’s learning, development and wellbeing, 
and encourage others to talk about and share their perspectives.

Reflection activity 1

Explore how your service’s statement of philosophy and policies 
talk about learning, development and wellbeing, and how they are 
assessed, evaluated and supported.

How do the learning trajectories align with your service’s statement 
of philosophy and service policies?

 Introduction: How to use the learning trajectories
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EYLF Practices

The EYLF V2.0 sets out 7 Practices that teachers and educators 
draw on, to inform all aspects of their curriculum decision-making. 
The learning trajectories connect to all EYLF V2.0 Practices and 
specifically those listed in this section.

Play-based learning and intentionality
The learning trajectories enable you to identify where the 
child’s learning and development might be. This provides you 
with information to support the intentionality of planning and 
responsive interactions with children throughout the day.

Assessment and evaluation for learning, 
development and wellbeing
The learning trajectories assist with assessment of, for and as 
learning, prompting you to describe and interpret children’s 
learning development and wellbeing. They support your 
discussions with colleagues, families and other professionals, 
to deepen shared understandings about each child.

What you can do next
The following are tips to use the learning trajectories to improve your 
curriculum and practice:

 • Choose one learning trajectory and one EYLF V2.0 Practice that 
resonates with you the most.

 • Notice the connections across the learning trajectory and the EYLF V2.0 
Practice. Here are some ideas to prompt your thinking:

 ― Take ‘Holistic, integrated and interconnected approaches’ as an 
example. Notice the components of children’s learning, development 
and wellbeing that connect across all the learning trajectories, 
showing that all domains of learning are interconnected, are equally 
important and need your attention.

 ― Consider the implications for ‘Responsiveness to children’ and how 
the learning trajectories can help you challenge each child’s thinking, 
respond to their ideas, and engage in their learning.

 ― Think about the ‘Learning environments’ in your service and how 
the learning trajectory you chose can guide you in the selection 
and provision of materials, and can inform the way environments 
are organised and used.

 ― Look for ‘Cultural responsiveness’ and how it is embedded in the 
learning trajectory, inviting you to honour differences, respond to 
children’s individual needs, and challenge your own assumptions 
and those of others.

 ― Read through ‘Continuity of learning and transitions’. Think about the 
way the learning trajectory can help you provide continuity for each 
child during the transitions they encounter between home, the ECEC 
service and other settings.

Reflection activity 2

What are the 3 key ideas that you are going to unpack further and why? 
How are these key ideas going to be beneficial in your everyday practice, 
and in supporting children’s learning, development and wellbeing?

Early childhood learning trajectories 
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EYLF Planning Cycle

The learning trajectories support all stages of the planning cycle, in the EYLF V2.0 as outlined in this section.

‘The EYLF planning cycle’ by the Australian Children’s Education 
and Care Quality Authority, used under a CC BY 4.0 licence.

Observe
listen/collect 
information

The learning trajectories provide an opportunity for you 
to know what to look for in relation to different aspects 
of children’s learning, development and wellbeing.

Assess
analyse/interpret

The learning trajectories help you to understand children’s 
individual strengths and capabilities, and to understand 
what happens next along the continuum.

Plan
design

The learning trajectories assist you to thoughtfully analyse the 
information you have gathered. They help you plan for, and 
extend, children’s learning, development and wellbeing.

Implement
enact

The learning trajectories offer suggestions for intentional 
teaching strategies in each domain.

Evaluate
critically reflect

The learning trajectories assist you in identifying unanticipated 
outcomes, and whether the implementation supported or 
extended children’s learning, development and wellbeing.

 Introduction: How to use the learning trajectories
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What you can do next

The following are tips to use the learning trajectories to improve your 
curriculum and practice:

 • Choose one learning trajectory to begin using in your everyday practice. 
Once you feel confident, choose another one, and gradually build towards 
using the whole set.

 • Keep in mind words and ideas from the learning trajectories while you 
observe and collect information about children’s learning, development 
and wellbeing. Remember that individual children have different ways 
to demonstrate their progress in each domain.

 • Use the learning trajectories to interpret the observations and information 
you collect across the curriculum. Notice domains where you have the 
strongest evidence of children’s progress, and any gaps you could explore.

 • Once you are confident using multiple learning trajectories, try using 
several of them to analyse a single observation. If you have a video 
of children’s play, watch it a few times, looking for different domains 
each time. This will help you understand how the domains are 
interconnected.

 • Use the learning trajectories to identify opportunities to enhance your 
curriculum. This might include planning experiences that focus on 
specific aspects of learning, or staying alert for opportunities to extend 
learning during your spontaneous interactions with children.

 • Use the learning trajectories to reflect on how well the curriculum is 
working for each child, taking into account each child’s unique strengths 
and progress.

Reflection activity 3

The EYLF planning cycle shows how the learning trajectories can 
help with the decisions you make, at each stage of the planning cycle.

How can you use the learning trajectories in each stage of planning? 
What might this look like in your context?

Early childhood learning trajectories 
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EYLF Learning Outcomes

The EYLF V2.0 sets out 5 integrated Learning Outcomes for children. 
The learning trajectories describe specific ‘building blocks’ of learning, 
development and wellbeing that contribute to achieving these outcomes.

You can use the learning trajectories to deepen your understanding of how 
children learn and develop, by following these steps:

Understanding specific domains of learning

The learning trajectories break each domain into parts 
(called ‘subdomains’, ‘strands’ and ‘indicators’) to show the 
many ‘building blocks’ that make up children’s learning.

Knowing how children learn and develop 
over time

The learning trajectories show how each stage of learning 
builds on what has gone before, and also provides the 
foundation for later stages of learning.

Unpacking the EYLF V2.0 Learning Outcomes

The ‘building blocks’ described in the learning trajectories can 
contribute to the EYLF V2.0 Learning Outcomes in many ways. 
Reflecting on connections between the domains and Learning 
Outcomes can deepen your understanding of the EYLF V2.0.

What you can do next

The following are tips to use the learning trajectories to understand how 
children learn and develop:

 • Choose one learning trajectory to start with. This could be a domain 
you already know well or perhaps one that is less familiar to you.

 • Read through the learning trajectory, noticing the different subdomains 
and strands, and the differences between the indicators within each 
strand.

 • Notice the specific vocabulary used for this domain, including words 
you already use, and any words or ideas that might be new to you.

 • Reflect on how children’s progress in this domain contributes to the 
EYLF V2.0 Learning Outcomes, using the Reflection activity 4 and 
Reflection activity 5 as a prompt for your own ideas.

 • Where possible, discuss what you have learned about this domain 
with your colleagues, to exchange knowledge and build shared 
understanding.

 • If you want to know more, read the Early Childhood Learning 
Trajectories: The Evidence Base, which includes references 
for further reading.

 Introduction: How to use the learning trajectories
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Reflection activity 4

Table 1 shows examples of how each domain in the learning 
trajectories contributes to the holistic outcomes of the EYLF V2.0. 
The phrases in quotation marks come from the relevant learning 
trajectory. Can you think of other examples?

Try these tips:

 • Choose a phrase from one of the indicators (boxes) that describes 
what you might see children doing.

 • Reflect on how this phrase relates to the EYLF V2.0 Learning 
Outcomes. Many phrases may relate to more than one outcome.

 • Repeat this for a whole row (learning trajectory domain) or column 
(EYLF V2.0 Learning Outcomes). Try to find an example for 
each box.

 • Share your ideas with a colleague and discuss whether they see 
the connections in the same way. They may have new ideas too.

Remember that reflection is about stretching your thinking, not finding 
the ‘right’ answer. It is a process of ongoing learning.

Reflection activity 5

Use Table 2 to collect examples within the context of your setting:

 • Revisit and reflect on this individually and with colleagues, 
to deepen your knowledge and understanding of the learning 
trajectories and EYLF V2.0 Learning Outcomes.

 • Use it with new team members to support them in making the 
link between learning trajectories and the EYLF V2.0 Learning 
Outcomes.

Early childhood learning trajectories 
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Learning trajectory 
domains

EYLF V2.0 Learning Outcomes

Children have a strong 
sense of identity

Children are connected 
to and contribute to 
their world

Children have a strong 
sense of wellbeing

Children are confident 
and involved learners

Children are effective 
communicators

Executive functions

When children ‘resist 
distractions more easily’, 
they can focus on doing 
what matters to them.

When children ‘stop or 
pause some behaviours’, 
it contributes to a calm 
environment in the room.

When children ‘recall and 
follow simple instructions’, 
they can manage 
wellbeing tasks.

When children ‘enjoy 
exploring new information 
and ideas’, their appetite 
for learning increases.

When children ‘show 
interest in alternative 
perspectives’, they 
engage in richer 
conversations.

Social and 
emotional learning

When children can 
‘describe their own 
strengths’, it contributes 
to a strong sense of self.

When children ‘recognise 
that others have different 
needs’, they can notice 
ways to help others.

When children ‘anticipate 
and plan ahead for difficult 
situations’, they can 
respond with confidence.

When children ‘use more 
complex social strategies’, 
they can participate more 
in collaborative learning.

When children 
‘deliberately choose ways 
to express themselves’, 
they develop their own 
communication style.

Mathematical 
thinking

When children ‘frame 
and investigate questions 
and wonderings using 
mathematical ideas’, 
they deepen their 
own understanding.

When children ‘participate 
in regular routines’, they 
can predict what they 
need to do to contribute 
to them.

When children ‘use their 
bodies to explore’, they 
can orient themselves 
with confidence and 
seek spaces they like.

When children ‘investigate 
the world more 
purposefully, collecting 
information about topics 
of interest’, they become 
self-directed learners.

When children ‘use 
drawings to represent 
quantity’, they can better 
communicate their 
mathematical thinking.

Language and 
communication

When children ‘use single 
words with increasing 
clarity’ in their home 
language, they build their 
own unique vocabulary.

When children ‘show 
awareness of the purpose 
of writing’, they can learn 
how writing makes a 
difference in the world.

When children ‘engage 
with others to create 
meaning’, they build 
a sense of belonging.

When children ‘pretend 
to read, retelling familiar 
stories,’ they share their 
understandings of the 
process of storytelling.

When children ‘babble, 
vocalise and make first 
approximations of words’, 
they may be using this as 
their means of verbalising 
their thoughts.

Physical 
development

When children 
‘communicate needs for 
movement or rest’, they 
are recognising their own 
preferences or desires.

When children ’use their 
senses to understand the 
world’, they can explore, 
investigate and participate 
in play.

When children ‘begin to 
coordinate movement in 
their arms, legs and body’, 
they can move around 
confidently and safely.

When children ‘use more 
complex small objects’, 
they can learn about the 
purpose and function 
of those objects.

When children ‘respond 
to sights, sounds, smells, 
textures and tastes’, they 
can describe or show how 
that makes them feel.

Table 1: Examples of how learning trajectory domains contribute to EYLF V2.0 outcomes

 Introduction: How to use the learning trajectories

For early childhood education and care      13 of 55



Learning trajectory 
domains

EYLF V2.0 Learning Outcomes

Children have a strong 
sense of identity

Children are connected 
to and contribute to 
their world

Children have a strong 
sense of wellbeing

Children are confident 
and involved learners

Children are effective 
communicators

Executive functions

Social and 
emotional learning

Mathematical 
thinking

Language and 
communication

Physical 
development

Table 2: Template for recording how learning trajectory domains contribute to EYLF V2.0 outcomes

Early childhood learning trajectories 
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Executive functions

What are executive functions?

Executive functions (EFs) are a set of skills that enable humans to control 
impulses, stay focused, prioritise, and achieve our goals. They have been 
described as an ‘air traffic control system’ for the brain. EFs include 3 
higher-order thinking skills that emerge during early childhood:

 • Working memory emerges first. It enables the brain to retain and use 
new and increasingly complex information for a short period of time.

 • Inhibitory control emerges next. It is the ability to use thoughtful, rather 
than automated, responses and stay focused while managing distractions.

 • Cognitive flexibility emerges last. It is the brain’s ability to switch 
perspectives and refocus attention.

These skills continue developing throughout the early years, reinforcing 
and supporting one another, as well as providing the foundation for many 
other capabilities and behaviours.

EFs support the high-level thinking skills necessary for planning, 
problem-solving and goal-directed behaviours. EFs are also closely 
related to self-regulation or self-management, which enable children 
to control emotional impulses and behaviour. The cognitive component 
of self-regulation depends on EFs, for thinking as well as feeling.

Early Years Learning Framework

AERO’s Early Childhood Learning Trajectories align with the principles, 
practices and outcomes of the Early Years Learning Framework V2.0. 
The introduction provides further information and demonstrates how 
the Learning Outcomes can be mapped to domains.

National Quality Standard

Quality Area 1 – Educational program and practice

Early childhood learning trajectories 
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How to use the executive function learning trajectories

These learning trajectories will help you observe children’s progress in executive functions and plan the next steps in their learning and development. 
They provide language and ideas for documenting children’s learning and development, and for your conversations with families and colleagues about 
children’s progress. The trajectory is not a checklist. You are encouraged to use your professional knowledge and judgement in determining how each 
child may demonstrate progress along each trajectory, and how best to support their learning.

The domain for this set 
of learning trajectories 
is executive functions.

Within this domain, there 
are 3 subdomains: 
working memory, 
inhibitory control and 
cognitive flexibility. 
Each subdomain 
is presented in a 
separate table.

Within each subdomain, 
there are 3 strands, 
describing the 
capabilities that change 
over time as children 
learn and develop.

Within each strand, 
there are indicators 
that describe what 
you might observe 
as children progress 
along the trajectory. 
These indicators 
build on one another 
over time.

 Executive functions

For early childhood education and care      17 of 55



Working memory

What might you see 
the child doing? Changes as child develops and grows

Retain increasingly 
complex information 
in their brains for 
short periods of time

Shows interest and focused 
attention towards people 
or objects for short periods 
of time.

Recalls and follows simple 
instructions or sequences 
with prompting and support.

Remembers increasingly 
complex sequences of 
words, pictures or actions 
independently.

Keeps multiple pieces 
of information in mind for 
short periods and begins 
to use simple strategies 
for remembering.

Use different sources 
of information 
(language, visual 
or spatial) to guide 
their actions

Initiates actions in response 
to basic vocal, visual 
or spatial cues in the 
immediate environment.

Chooses actions based on 
what they see and hear, 
retaining cues in mind for 
short periods, even when 
not visible or audible.

Engages in play 
experiences and routines 
that include visual, aural or 
spatial cues to guide action.

Follows increasingly 
complex language, 
visual or spatial cues 
to make decisions 
or achieve goals.

Reproduce and 
reorganise information 
or apply it across 
contexts

Imitates actions or sounds 
they see or hear in their 
immediate environment. 

Repeats and reorganises 
what they see or hear, or 
plays with simple patterns 
and variations.

Absorbs basic changes 
or new information while 
already holding simple 
pieces of information 
in mind.

Changes or reorganises 
information ‘in the 
moment’ and adapts 
it to new situations.

Early childhood learning trajectories 
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Inhibitory control

What might you see 
the child doing? Changes as child develops and grows

Delay impulsive or 
automatic reactions to 
events or provocations

Stops or pauses some 
behaviours in response 
to a request.

Responds to more complex 
requests to stop or pause 
behaviour, and begins 
to control their own 
observance of rules.

Shows a rapid increase in 
self-control, perseverance 
and willingness to delay 
gratification.

Shows self-control in 
most situations, with 
occasional automatic 
or impulsive responses 
when surprised or tired.

Substitute thoughtful 
choices for automatic 
responses

Allows themselves to 
be redirected to a more 
desirable behaviour after 
an undesirable behaviour 
is paused.

Begins to substitute desired 
behaviours for undesirable 
behaviours, with prompting.

Adapts responses to 
specific situations and 
contexts (real or imaginary), 
replacing usual behaviour 
with purposeful choices.

Independently chooses 
thoughtful, rather than 
automatic, responses 
to accomplish tasks 
or goals.

Stay focused on a 
task and manage 
distractions

Increases and then begins 
to reduce the frequency 
of spontaneous shifts of 
attention due to sudden 
interest in new things.

Sustains focus on a desirable 
task or experience in the 
presence of distraction, 
with some encouragement.

Resists distractions more 
easily, and recovers quickly 
after minor distractions 
to return to the desired 
experience or task.

Begins using deliberate 
strategies to manage 
distractions to 
accomplish tasks or 
goals, in increasingly 
stimulating environments.

 Executive functions

For early childhood education and care      19 of 55



Cognitive flexibility

What might you see 
the child doing? Changes as child develops and grows

Shift their focus 
between different 
places, objects, people 
or experiences 

Notices new objects or 
people in their environment, 
and begins to shift their 
attention fully without 
reverting to a previous 
interest.

Copes with transitions 
between spaces or 
experiences with 
increasing confidence.

Readily switches 
experiences or tasks, and 
begins to deliberately 
prioritise between them 
and decide where to 
focus attention.

Adapts readily 
to expected and 
unexpected transitions, 
and develops 
strategies to master 
new environments 
or situations.

Sees situations from 
different perspectives 
and explores options 
for solving problems 
or achieving goals

Shows basic 
experimentation 
to solve problems 
or achieve goals.

Shows interest in 
alternative perspectives 
and possibilities, 
with support.

Experiments with different 
ways to solve problems or 
achieve goals, based on 
options around them.

Explores different 
perspectives and 
options to solve 
problems or achieve 
goals, beyond their 
immediate environment. 

Change their thinking 
and responses based 
on new information 
or ideas

Changes their behaviour 
in response to something 
they have learned.

Incorporates new 
information or ideas 
into existing thinking 
or understanding, with 
increasing ease and 
accuracy.

Generates new ideas 
or understanding with 
increasing fluency by 
absorbing or adapting 
ideas and information 
from other people.

Enjoys exploring new 
information and ideas, 
and remains calm and 
curious when existing 
understandings and 
ideas are challenged.
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Creating opportunities to support children’s executive function skills

Working memory
 • Encourage children to take breaks to calm 

their mind between periods of focus, to 
prevent being overwhelmed or overloaded.

 • Engage in experiences where children 
remember and repeat actions, sounds 
or words, adding small changes on 
each repetition.

 • Use 2-way conversations to practice 
absorbing and manipulating new information, 
gradually increasing complexity when the 
child shows signs of readiness.

 • Involve children in helping with tasks that 
include sequences of actions or simple 
instructions, or ask them to teach these 
steps to others.

Inhibitory control
 • Play games that encourage children to wait, 

persist or resist temptation. For example, 
Hide and Seek or singing songs during 
wait times in routines.

 • Engage in experiences involving turn 
taking or paying attention and suppressing 
reactions. For example, Simon Says or 
Red Light, Green Light.

 • Help children set their own rules and limits in 
play, such as designating roles or actions, or 
defining the physical space or resources.

 • Encourage children to share responsibility 
for routines that involve delaying gratification 
(such as packing up before going outside).

Cognitive flexibility
 • Prepare children for transitions in daily 

routines by alerting them in advance 
and using action songs as prompts.

 • Encourage children to make decisions 
and share opinions in a range of situations, 
exploring options in new and familiar 
environments.

 • Use ‘wondering aloud’ and open-ended 
questioning to explore different perspectives 
and possibilities.

 • Experiment and problem solve with children, 
encouraging them to overcome challenges 
with ‘just enough’ support.

 • Engage in experiences that involve change 
and flexible thinking (such as manipulating 
different objects or playing games with 
changing rules).

 Executive functions
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Social and emotional learning

What is social and emotional learning?

Social and emotional learning (SEL) involves skills such as children 
distinguishing their own needs from those of others, learning to effectively 
identify and manage emotions, and building and maintaining positive 
relationships with others. Social and emotional learning includes 4 main 
components:

 • Self-awareness: the child’s emerging awareness of their uniqueness 
in relation to others, and of their own individual emotions, perspectives 
and capabilities.

 • Self-management: ability to manage emotions and their triggers, 
regulate responses and behaviour, and cope in increasingly 
challenging situations.

 • Social awareness: ability to understand others’ feelings, preferences 
and perspectives, and to care for other people, animals and 
non-living things.

 • Social management: ability to interact effectively and respectfully 
with others, using a range of social strategies to collaborate and 
build positive relationships.

Early Years Learning Framework

AERO’s Early Childhood Learning Trajectories align with the principles, 
practices and outcomes of the Early Years Learning Framework V2.0. 
The introduction provides further information and demonstrates how 
the Learning Outcomes can be mapped to domains.

National Quality Standard

Quality Area 5 – Relationships with children

 Social and emotional learning
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How to use the social and emotional learning trajectories

These learning trajectories will help you observe children’s progress in social and emotional learning, and plan the next steps in their learning and 
development. They will give you language and ideas for documenting children’s learning and development, and for your conversations with families 
and colleagues about children’s progress. The trajectory is not a checklist. You are encouraged to use your professional knowledge and judgement 
in determining how each child may demonstrate progress along each trajectory, and how best to support their learning.

The domain for this set 
of learning trajectories 
is social and emotional 
learning.

Within this domain, there 
are 4 subdomains: 
self-awareness, 
self-management, 
social awareness and 
social management. 
Each subdomain is 
presented in a separate 
table.

Within each subdomain, 
there are 3 strands, 
describing the 
capabilities that change 
over time as children 
learn and develop.

Within each strand, 
there are indicators 
that describe what 
you might observe 
as children progress 
along the trajectory. 
These indicators 
build on one another 
over time.

Early childhood learning trajectories 
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Self-awareness

What might you see 
the child doing? Changes as child develops and grows

Recognise and 
understand their 
emotions and how 
emotions influence 
behaviour

Shows emotions 
spontaneously, through 
their face, voice or body, 
increasingly matching 
these to what is happening 
around them.

Displays a wider range 
of positive or negative 
emotions, and begins to 
understand and use words 
to describe and express 
them.

Names a range of emotions 
and experiments with 
different ways to express 
them, which may include 
hiding their feelings.

Recognises changes 
in their emotions 
and how they can 
affect behaviour, 
decision-making 
and relationships.

Understand their 
strengths and 
limitations, which 
builds confidence 
and optimism

Shows satisfaction in 
achieving something, or 
frustration at being unable 
to do something.

Shows increasing 
satisfaction in their 
successes and seeks 
approval, assistance 
or reassurance when 
struggling.

Describes their strengths 
and what they are 
developing, and expects 
positive results from their 
efforts when trying new 
things.

Recognises and is proud 
of what they are good 
at, and comfortable that 
they do not have to be 
good at everything.

Understand their 
unique identity in 
relation to the world 
around them

Responds to their name, 
and uses touch to explore 
their own bodies as distinct 
from other objects.

Increasingly expresses 
what they like and dislike, 
recognises their reflection in 
a mirror and points to their 
own body parts.

Identifies and expresses 
pride in aspects of their 
identity, such as gender, 
family, community, culture 
and Country.

Understands more about 
what makes them unique, 
including possessions, 
relationships, perspectives, 
preferences, interests and 
memories.

 Social and emotional learning
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Self-management

What might you see 
the child doing? Changes as child develops and grows

Manage the 
expression of their 
feelings based 
on situations 
and relationships

Uses facial expressions and 
gestures they associate 
with positive interactions.

Uses the expression of 
emotion to elicit responses 
from others (not necessarily 
positive), with gradual 
increases in self-control.

Uses a wide range of 
verbal and non-verbal 
expressions to 
communicate emotions 
in increasingly 
appropriate ways.

Deliberately chooses 
ways to express 
themselves based on 
the situation or context.

Understand emotional 
triggers and regulate 
their emotional 
responses

Seeks soothing or 
comforting experiences 
and begins to self-soothe.

Chooses (or avoids) 
interactions or experiences 
based on the emotions 
and other reactions they 
may cause.

Moderates their reactions 
to emotional triggers, 
appearing calmer or 
braver in a wider range 
of situations.

Transfers emotional 
management strategies 
across contexts 
(for example, breathing 
slowly or talking to 
a trusted person).

Cope with and recover 
from emotionally 
challenging situations

Recovers from being 
upset when they are 
distracted or refocused 
on something new.

Expresses ‘big’ emotions 
more often and gradually 
becomes better at 
calming down.

Uses deliberate strategies 
to manage emotions in 
difficult situations.

Anticipates and plans 
ahead for difficult 
situations, and elicits 
help from others to 
cope with emotionally 
challenging situations 
successfully.

Early childhood learning trajectories 
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Social awareness

What might you see 
the child doing? Changes as child develops and grows

Understand that 
each of us belongs 
to and contributes 
to community

Develops attachments 
to familiar people, 
objects or places.

Shows preferences for 
particular people, places 
and objects, and interest 
in caring for living and 
non-living things.

Develops friendships 
and assumes greater 
responsibility for caring 
for other people, animals 
or non-living things.

Develops a wider 
sense of their place 
in the world, and their 
responsibility to care 
for others and the 
environment.

Empathise with 
others’ perspectives, 
emotions and needs

Responds intuitively 
to others’ positive 
or negative feelings 
(‘catching’ others’ emotions).

Recognises that others 
(human and non-human) 
have different needs, 
preferences and feelings, 
and begins to respond 
to these.

Demonstrates increasing 
awareness of what others 
are thinking, and how 
their thoughts influence 
their behaviour.

Listens to other points 
of view, and engages 
in discussion about the 
reasons behind them.

Understand others’ 
influences on their 
own feelings

Responds to soothing 
from others and shows 
preferences for receiving it.

Increases their sensitivity 
to the people around them, 
such as missing people who 
are absent or delighting in 
shared affection.

Nurtures emotionally 
satisfying relationships, 
such as close friendships 
or family relationships.

Understands their own 
preferences for social 
interactions and how 
different situations 
make them feel.

 Social and emotional learning
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Social management

What might you see 
the child doing? Changes as child develops and grows

Interact effectively 
and respectfully 
with others

Plays alone but begins to 
notice and react to people 
in the environment.

Plays independently beside 
others, and as social 
skills develop, engages 
in ‘associative play’ and 
shares resources.

Engages in ‘cooperative 
play’, working with others to 
set goals and achieve them 
together.

Independently navigates 
a wider range of social 
situations, including new 
situations or those with 
unfamiliar people.

Develop skills and 
strategies to navigate 
social situations

Watches others’ interactions 
in social situations and 
imitates or follows their 
example.

Uses language for social 
purposes, and adopts basic 
social strategies, such as 
manners or humour.

Uses more complex 
social strategies, such 
as negotiating conflicts 
(not just yielding), taking 
turns and initiating 
social play.

Uses social skills to 
navigate more complex 
situations and groups, 
and adapts social 
strategies for different 
contexts.

Participate in group 
decision-making and 
collaboration

Begins to participate in 
everyday routines that 
involve cooperation with 
others, demonstrating 
trust and belonging.

Exercises individual 
choice and agency, 
and increasingly 
understands how their 
choices affect others.

Understands their role 
as a member of a group, 
and the consequences 
of cooperation and 
non-cooperation.

Leads or contributes 
to increasingly 
complex collaborative 
experiences and 
decisions.

Early childhood learning trajectories 
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Creating opportunities to support children’s social and emotional learning and development

Self-awareness
 • Notice children’s emotional 

responses during the day 
(such as at drop-off) and help 
them discover experiences 
they might enjoy.

 • Respond to children’s 
emotional cues, interests 
and achievements, and 
model language, actions 
and expressions.

 • Encourage children to explore 
their own identity and feelings, 
and take on different identities 
(such as in imaginary and 
role play).

Self-management
 • Notice and discuss children’s 

feelings throughout the day, 
helping them recognise and 
express both positive and 
negative emotions.

 • Anticipate situations which may 
challenge children to manage 
their emotions, and gently 
encourage them to regulate 
their own feelings.

 • Model and discuss the impact 
children’s emotions can 
have on others, including by 
responding visibly to infants’ 
emotional cues.

Social awareness
 • Create a sense of community 

connection by encouraging 
children to be aware of people, 
Country, and physical and 
natural environments.

 • Encourage children to give 
and receive emotional support, 
and actively foster a positive 
emotional climate in rooms 
or groups.

 • Encourage children to 
experience different social 
situations (such as large 
and small groups or ‘alone 
time’) to explore their social 
preferences.

Social management
 • Help children notice the 

social skills they are learning, 
such as listening, turn-taking, 
decision-making, negotiation 
and collaboration.

 • Provide a variety of 
opportunities for individual, 
paired and small-group 
experiences, role- modelling 
these skills.

 • Encourage children to interact 
with you and facilitate their 
interactions with other children. 
Remember to do things ‘with’ 
rather than ‘to’ children.

 Social and emotional learning
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Mathematical thinking

What is mathematical thinking?

Mathematical thinking is embedded in children’s everyday lives. 
Research shows mathematical thinking and learning starts in infancy 
and develops into adulthood. It includes learning about mathematical 
concepts and applying them in everyday situations. Mathematical thinking 
involves 4 subdomains, including these skills and ways of thinking:

 • Patterns and predictions: noticing patterns (repetition of 2 or more 
items) and predicting what comes next, which is the foundation of 
mathematical and logical thinking.

 • Shapes and spatial thinking: describing physical objects, including 
what type of object they are (and why), their position relative to each 
other and their direction of movement.

 • Measurement and data: understanding units of measurement 
(for example, length, weight and area) and using broader mathematical 
knowledge to answer simple questions through a process of collecting, 
interpreting, representing and communicating information.

 • Quantity and counting: naming numbers in sequence and connecting 
them to quantities, and using actions, objects or numbers to represent 
quantities symbolically.

Early Years Learning Framework

AERO’s Early Childhood Learning Trajectories align with the principles, 
practices and outcomes of the Early Years Learning Framework V2.0. 
The introduction provides further information and demonstrates how 
the Learning Outcomes can be mapped to domains.

National Quality Standard

Quality Area 1 – Educational program and practice

 Mathematical thinking
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How to use the mathematical thinking learning trajectories

These learning trajectories will help you observe children’s progress in mathematical thinking. They will give you language and ideas for documenting 
children’s learning and development, and for your conversations with families and colleagues about children’s progress. The trajectory is not a checklist. 
You are encouraged to use your professional knowledge and judgement in determining how each child may demonstrate progress along each trajectory, 
and how best to support their learning.

The domain for this set 
of learning trajectories is 
mathematical thinking.

Within this domain, there 
are 4 subdomains: 
patterns and predictions, 
shapes and spatial 
thinking, measurement 
and data, and 
quantity and counting. 
Each subdomain is 
presented in a separate 
table.

Within each subdomain, 
there are 3 strands, 
describing the 
capabilities that change 
over time as children 
learn and develop.

Within each strand, 
there are indicators 
that describe what 
you might observe 
as children progress 
along the trajectory. 
These indicators 
build on one another 
over time.

Early childhood learning trajectories 
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Patterns and predictions

What might you see 
the child doing? Changes as child develops and grows

Recognise and 
describe patterns 
in the world 
around them 

Develops an intuitive 
understanding of repeated 
patterns such as night 
and day.

Notices similarities and 
differences, and uses this 
to sort things according 
to one or more attributes 
and to recognise 
repetition and sequence.

Knows that patterns require 
2 or more elements that are 
repeated, and becomes 
aware of patterns in many 
contexts, such as music, art, 
rhyme or routines.

Notices and describes 
more complex patterns, 
such as symmetry or 
spirals in everyday 
environments.

Copy, extend and 
create patterns, 
and fill in a missing 
element

Participates in regular 
routines that involve 
repeated actions.

Imitates simple patterns that 
they see or hear, such as a 
short sequence of repeated 
actions or a repetitive 
rhythm.

Reproduces repeating 
patterns and fills in the gap 
to continue the pattern.

Creates their own 
repeating patterns with 
increasingly complex 
units of repetition and 
explains the repeating 
element.

Use patterns to make 
predictions about 
what will come next

Responds to familiar 
sights and sounds in 
a way that anticipates 
what comes next.

Uses their ability to 
recognise simple patterns 
to predict what will follow 
and notices if the pattern 
is disrupted.

Draws on knowledge of 
sequence and pattern to 
predict what is likely to 
happen next in familiar 
experiences, such as 
daily routines.

Uses their knowledge 
of patterns to generalise 
and make predictions 
related to patterns 
in familiar and less 
familiar contexts.

 Mathematical thinking

For early childhood education and care      33 of 55



Shapes and spatial thinking

What might you see 
the child doing? Changes as child develops and grows

Recognise and 
describe shapes and 
spaces in the world 
around them

Uses their body to explore 
the shapes and spaces.

Begins to match shapes 
(for example, same), and 
uses simple words and 
gestures to describe 
location and direction 
(for example, ‘there’, ‘up’).

Uses more precise 
language to describe 
shapes (for example, 
‘pointy’, ‘round’), location 
(for example, ‘near’) or 
direction (for example, 
‘forwards’). 

Describes more complex 
attributes of shapes 
(for example, ‘sides’, 
‘corners’) and explains 
relative positions 
(for example, ‘on top’, 
‘in front’). 

Manipulate shapes 
and objects to create 
new forms or positions

Changes the position of 
their body or an object, 
or looks at objects from 
different perspectives. 

Manipulates shapes and 
objects experimentally 
to change their form 
or position.

Manipulates shapes 
and objects purposefully 
and accurately.

Flips, slides and rotates 
shapes and objects 
in accordance with 
a mental image.

Describe and 
represent the relations 
between shapes or 
positions

Moves their eyes or body 
in the direction of a desired 
object and recognises 
items are still there even 
if not visible. 

Sorts or stacks objects 
by shape, and organises 
groups of objects into 
desired positions.

Uses words to describe 
the location of things in 
relation to each other 
(for example, ‘beside’, ‘next 
to’, ‘between’) and classifies 
shapes according to their 
similarities and differences. 

Connects representations 
of places and shapes 
with physical realities 
(for example, uses a simple 
map or identifies a three-
dimensional object using 
a two-dimensional image). 

Early childhood learning trajectories 
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Measurement and data

What might you see 
the child doing? Changes as child develops and grows

Understand that 
measurement 
involves units

Becomes aware of size and 
distance as they explore 
the environment. 

Becomes aware that things 
have attributes that can be 
measured, and explores 
these attributes.

Develops knowledge 
about how measurement 
works, including the use 
of consistent units that have 
no spaces between them, 
and the tools that can be 
used.

Estimates measurements 
such as length and 
height, and discusses 
their reasoning using 
informal and formal tools 
to test their estimates.

Explore and compare 
length, height, weight, 
area or volume

Explores length, height, 
volume and area 
instinctively in play and 
routine experiences.

Uses and understands 
words that describe 
measurement concepts 
(such as ‘big’ or ‘small’, 
‘full’, ‘empty’ or ‘heavy’). 

Begins to use 
measurement concepts in 
their play and interactions, 
such as discussing length 
of time or volume of 
materials.

Compares objects, 
describes their attributes 
using measurement 
concepts (for example, 
‘area’ and ‘volume’), 
and order them by size.

Collect, interpret, 
represent and 
communicate 
information

Instinctively gathers 
information about their 
world through observation 
and experience.

Investigates the world more 
purposefully, collecting 
information about topics 
or problems of interest.

Frames and investigates 
questions and wonderings 
using mathematical ideas 
(for example, ‘How many?’, 
‘How often?’).

Interprets and 
represents data in a 
way that answers a 
question using physical 
objects or simple visual 
representations.

 Mathematical thinking
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Quantity and counting

What might you see 
the child doing? Changes as child develops and grows

Represent quantity 
symbolically 

Uses body movement to 
indicate simple concepts of 
quantity, such as showing 
when they have had 
enough or want more. 

Understands the 
relationship between words 
for quantity and physical 
objects (e.g., ‘some’, ‘more 
or less’).

Uses drawings to represent 
quantity or small objects 
to show what a specific 
quantity looks like.

Represents increasingly 
large quantities, 
beginning to use 
numerals, as well as 
objects or drawings.

Count objects

Tells the difference 
between quantities in 
what they see and notice 
when quantities change.

Uses body parts or objects 
to simulate or imitate 
counting, such as in 
counting songs or rhymes.

Begins to count small 
sets using one-to-one 
correspondence, naming 
numbers while pointing 
to or touching the 
relevant object.

Shows an understanding 
of order, such as first, 
second and third, and 
recognises that the 
last number of a set 
represents the total 
amount.

Say or sign number 
words in the correct 
sequence

Says or signs number 
words, sometimes running 
into one another in a 
sing-song way.

Says or signs some number 
words clearly, although 
not necessarily in the 
correct order.

Says or signs number 
words in the correct 
sequence up to 5 
and then to 10.

Counts verbally or 
recites number words 
back from 10.
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Creating opportunities to support children’s mathematical thinking

Patterns and 
predictions
 • Help children to notice patterns 

in their everyday experiences, 
including following predictable 
routines for pre-verbal children.

 • Talk about the unit of the 
pattern that repeats, such 
as designs on fabric, table 
settings (such as spoon, fork, 
cup) or events in the day.

 • Help children to become 
pattern finders by encouraging 
them to learn about and 
find ‘units of repeat’ such as 
‘ABCABC’ or ‘blue-red-blue-red’.

 • Encourage children to 
create patterns and play with 
variations, including drawing, 
painting, play dough actions 
and songs.

Shapes and spatial 
thinking
 • Provide a range of shapes 

and objects in the physical 
environment, including large 
obstacles to navigate and 
smaller objects to move around.

 • Find opportunities to support 
spatial thinking in interactions 
with children, describing the 
position of an object and 
using shape language.

 • Notice and discuss children’s 
purposeful manipulation of 
shapes and spaces, including 
in block play, jigsaws, dancing 
or tidying up.

Measurement and data
 • Encourage children to 

investigate measurement 
concepts through play such 
as exploring size, length, 
height and weight.

 • Demonstrate effective 
measurement strategies – 
for example, lining blocks 
up to measure the length 
of the table and showing 
consistency with start and end 
points, consistency with units 
of measure (the blocks), and 
knowing there are no spaces 
in between each unit.

 • Encourage children to estimate 
the length and height of an 
object or area and then use 
informal and formal tools to 
check and reflect on their 
initial ideas.

Quantity and counting
 • Show children that counting tells 

us how many. Draw attention 
to numerals in the environment 
(for example, in books, on the 
clock or on posters).

 • Use every opportunity to count 
verbally (such as in songs and 
rhymes or in routines) and 
support children in learning 
the number words.

 • While you count, point to the 
objects you are counting and 
move them to one side to 
show which ones still need 
to be counted.

 • When children tell you 
‘how many’ without counting, 
ask how they know, count 
together to check and 
emphasise the total number.

 Mathematical thinking
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Language and communication

What is language and communication?

Language and communication are the foundations for all learning 
and social interaction. They relate to many other aspects of cognitive, 
physical and social development, beginning in infancy. Language and 
communication involve 4 main components:

 • Receptive language emerges as children understand what is said to 
them (verbally and non-verbally) before they can talk, understanding 
more as they grow.

 • Expressive language includes the ability to make purposeful sounds, 
words and gestures to convey their thoughts, feelings and ideas 
to others.

 • Emergent reading describes the early stages of understanding written 
text. It includes decoding letters and symbols and becoming familiar 
with written materials.

 • Emergent writing is when children express themselves by making marks 
and using these to convey meaning, eventually learning letters and 
using these to form words.

Many Australian children first develop these skills in a language other 
than English, and partnerships with families can help build on this 
valuable learning.

Early Years Learning Framework

AERO’s Early Childhood Learning Trajectories align with the principles, 
practices and outcomes of the Early Years Learning Framework V2.0. 
The introduction provides further information and demonstrates how 
the Learning Outcomes can be mapped to domains.

National Quality Standard

Quality Area 1 – Educational program and practice

 Language and communication
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How to use the language and communication learning trajectories

These learning trajectories will help you observe children’s progress in language and communication. They will give you language and ideas for documenting 
children’s learning and development, and for your conversations with families and colleagues about children’s progress. The trajectory is not a checklist. 
You are encouraged to use your professional knowledge and judgement in determining how each child may demonstrate progress along each trajectory, 
and how best to support their learning.

The domain for this set 
of learning trajectories 
is language and 
communication.

Within this domain, there 
are 4 subdomains: 
receptive language, 
expressive language, 
emergent reading 
and emergent writing. 
Each subdomain is 
presented in a separate 
table.

Within each subdomain, 
there are 3 strands, 
describing the 
capabilities that change 
over time as children 
learn and develop.

Within each strand, 
there are indicators 
that describe what 
you might observe 
as children progress 
along the trajectory. 
These indicators 
build on one another 
over time.
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Receptive language

What might you see 
the child doing? Changes as child develops and grows

Understand the words 
and phrases of their 
language/s

Shows interest in the 
sound of human speech 
and responds to tone of 
voice (for example, funny, 
gentle, firm).

Listens to and observes a 
range of verbal and non-
verbal communication and 
discerns specific meaning 
from words, phrases 
and gestures.

Understands speech 
of increasing 
length and different 
grammatical patterns.

Recognises how the 
meaning of words, 
phrases and gestures 
can vary in different 
situations (for example, 
speaking to different 
people and in different 
languages).

Notice and interpret 
what others are 
communicating

Understands and follows 
simple prompts (for 
example, responds to 
soothing voices or opens 
their mouth when food 
is offered).

Becomes more attentive 
to verbal and non-verbal 
communication, combining 
what they see and hear to 
interpret meaning.

Understands the purpose 
behind communications 
from others even when 
not explicitly stated.

Accurately relates 
information 
communicated by 
others, and retells 
information from stories, 
conversations or media.

Understand how 
people use language 
to make meaning 
together

Engages in joint attention 
with others while being held 
or during everyday play and 
routines.

Engages with others to 
create meaning through 
art, music, pretend play 
or storytelling.

Uses language as an 
increasingly prominent part 
of collaborative play, such 
as to play different roles 
and negotiate stories.

Negotiates and 
recovers from 
misunderstandings, and 
uses shared language 
to affirm belonging in 
social groups.

 Language and communication
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Expressive language

What might you see 
the child doing? Changes as child develops and grows

Pronounce the words 
and phrases of their 
language

Babbles, vocalises 
and makes first 
approximation of words.

Uses single words with 
increasing clarity and 
combines them into 
2- or 3-word phrases.

Uses words and phrases 
with increasing accuracy 
and expressiveness, 
self-correcting 
occasional errors.

Uses tense, pronouns, 
adverbs, and a widening 
vocabulary of real and 
some imaginary words.

Use their language to 
express their thoughts 
and feelings 

Expresses thoughts and 
emotions spontaneously 
through facial expressions, 
movement or sound.

Expresses themselves 
in a wider range of verbal 
and non-verbal ways 
(for example, words, 
sounds or gestures).

Develops a more 
visible personal style of 
communication, choosing 
forms of expression to 
suit their unique identity 
and personality.

Uses rich and varied 
language to express 
thoughts, ideas and 
feelings in different 
contexts.

Use their language 
to engage in two-way 
interactions

Engages in ‘conversations’ 
with others, using 
babbling, gaze or gestures 
to respond.

Asks questions and uses 
language to start and 
sustain interactions, learning 
to take turns speaking.

Engages in several turns 
of question-and-answer to 
clarify meaning or extend 
their thinking.

Uses a range of 
communication skills 
to engage in and 
manage interactions 
(for example, persuasion, 
tone, emphasis or 
humour).
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Emergent reading

What might you see 
the child doing? Changes as child develops and grows

Enjoy reading and use 
it in their exploration 
and discovery

Enjoys manipulating 
books, bringing them to 
their mouth and exploring 
turning the pages.

Enjoys being read to, 
showing preferences for 
favourite books or other 
forms of written text.

Pretends to ‘read’, retelling 
familiar stories from 
memory or using pictures 
as prompts.

Shows curiosity about 
the meaning of words or 
symbols, and seeks out 
books and other written 
texts to find information.

Understand how 
reading materials are 
structured and used

Understands that reading 
is connected to speaking, 
possibly vocalising while 
being read to.

Distinguishes between 
the text and pictures in a 
book, and realises the 2 
are related.

Understands basic 
elements of how text is 
organised (for example, 
spaces between words, 
reading left to right and up 
to down, titles at the start).

Recognises how 
different types of text are 
structured (for example, 
book, recipe, birthday 
card, website).

Decode written 
marks or symbols and 
use them to make 
meaning

Associates sounds with 
symbols or pictures, such as 
making relevant sounds in 
response to a picture.

Engages in imaginative play, 
using objects to represent 
things (the basis for learning 
that letters and words can 
also represent things).

Recognises letters in their 
name and begins to know 
the sounds that familiar 
letters make.

Recognises and reads 
familiar words, and 
begins to use letter 
sounds to decode simple 
words and understand 
their meaning.
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Emergent writing

What might you see 
the child doing? Changes as child develops and grows

Use fine motor skills 
to make marks with 
writing tools

Develops strength in their 
arms, wrists and hands 
through play with various 
hand-held objects. 

Holds a crayon, pen or 
pencil in their fist and uses it 
to make marks on paper or 
surfaces.

Uses basic writing tools 
more confidently and 
begins to explore other 
writing tools such as 
keyboards or touchscreens.

Uses writing tools 
effectively and writes 
letters with increasing 
accuracy in shape 
and position.

Enjoy writing and 
use it to express 
themselves and 
communicate 
with others

Explores making marks 
on paper, including 
hand/finger painting.

Draws circles, lines and 
squiggles and explores 
using colours and textures 
on paper or in the sand.

Begins to talk about the 
meaning and purpose of 
what they are drawing 
or ‘writing’.

Organises multiple 
ideas into stories, and 
represents these in 
drawings or emergent 
writing attempts.

Understand how 
writing represents 
language and its parts

Shows interest in 
others who are 
drawing and writing.

Shows awareness of the 
purpose of writing and 
notices different writing 
activities in everyday life.

Includes the forms of 
letters and numbers in 
their drawing, and possibly 
writes one or more letters in 
their name.

Writes simple words 
while sounding them 
out and begins to 
understand spelling 
conventions.
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Creating opportunities to support children’s language and communication

Receptive language
 • Vary the words, tones and 

gestures you use when 
talking to children to make 
language interesting at an 
age-appropriate level.

 • Recognise that children may 
understand more than they can 
say, especially children from 
a language background other 
than English.

 • ‘Wonder aloud’ or narrate what 
you are seeing or doing to help 
children make connections 
between words and actions.

 • Encourage families to 
celebrate and extend children’s 
emerging understanding, using 
their home language as a 
foundation for learning.

Expressive language
 • Experiment playfully with 

sentences, syllables or 
sounds (for example, in songs 
or rhymes) to help children 
recognise the building blocks 
of speech.

 • Use a range of age-appropriate 
strategies to sustain two-way 
interactions, such as 
asking further questions or 
open-ended questions.

 • Repeat, extend and rephrase 
children’s words and 
sentences, modelling accurate 
expression and reinforcing 
their successful attempts.

 • Encourage children to wonder 
aloud, hypothesise and predict, 
using any language they have 
to express and extend their 
thinking.

Emergent reading
 • Provide literacy-rich 

environments for all age 
groups using books – including 
bilingual books – print, signs 
and labels to incorporate 
reading into play and routines.

 • Engage in songs, nursery 
rhymes and finger play and 
later rhyming games to support 
phonological awareness.

 • Engage children in shared 
reading activities and talk to 
children about the meaning of 
what you have read together.

 • When reading, introduce 
concepts of print such as 
reading from left to right, or 
phonological strategies like 
sounding out letters.

Emergent writing
 • Provide various age-

appropriate materials for 
children to experiment with 
mark-making, and ask older 
children what their marks 
mean.

 • Model purposeful writing 
throughout the program 
and encourage children 
to incorporate it into their 
socio-dramatic play.

 • Encourage children’s writing 
attempts and celebrate their 
efforts to convey meaning 
while gradually building 
accuracy over time.

 • Introduce children to diverse 
symbols and writing scripts that 
reflect their home languages, 
cultures and experiences.
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Physical development

What is physical development?

Physical development occurs as children learn how to use and take care 
of their growing bodies. It is an important domain and a foundation for 
other learning and development. Children use their bodies for learning, 
by moving around and interacting with people and their environment. 
While many physical changes in early childhood happen through 
maturation, early childhood education and care (ECEC) services can 
support and extend children’s physical development in many different 
ways. Physical development involves 4 key components:

 • Gross motor skills involve using the large muscles of the arms, legs and 
torso. These skills includes using muscles individually or in whole-body 
movements such as walking.

 • Fine motor skills involve using the small muscles of the hands, wrists, 
fingers, feet, toes, lips and tongue. These skills enable children to talk, 
draw, write and play.

 • Sensory awareness enables children to perceive, process and react to 
sensory information such as touch, smell, sound, vision, taste and sense 
of balance.

 • Physical health and self-care involves children gaining independence in 
meeting their basic physical needs, including for rest, activity, nutrition, 
safety and hygiene.

Early Years Learning Framework

AERO’s Early Childhood Learning Trajectories align with the principles, 
practices and outcomes of the Early Years Learning Framework V2.0. 
The introduction provides further information and demonstrates how 
the Learning Outcomes can be mapped to domains.

National Quality Standard

Quality Area 2 – Children’s Health and Safety

 Physical development

For early childhood education and care      47 of 55

https://www.acecqa.gov.au/sites/default/files/2023-01/EYLF-2022-V2.0.pdf
https://www.acecqa.gov.au/nqf/national-quality-standard/quality-area-2-childrens-health-and-safety


How to use the physical development learning trajectories

These learning trajectories will help you observe children’s progress in physical development and plan the next steps in their learning and development. 
They will give you language and ideas for documenting children’s learning and development, and for your conversations with families and colleagues about 
children’s progress. The trajectory is not a checklist. You are encouraged to use your professional knowledge and judgement in determining how each child 
may demonstrate progress along each trajectory, and how best to support their learning.

The domain for 
this set of learning 
trajectories is physical 
development.

Within this domain, there 
are 4 subdomains: 
gross motor skills, fine 
motor skills, sensory 
awareness, and physical 
health and self-care. 
Each subdomain is 
presented in a separate 
table.

Within each subdomain, 
there are 3 strands, 
describing the 
capabilities that change 
over time as children 
learn and develop.

Within each strand, 
there are indicators 
that describe what 
you might observe 
as children progress 
along the trajectory. 
These indicators 
build on one another 
over time.
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Gross motor skills

What might you see 
the child doing? Changes as child develops and grows

Move their whole 
body around their 
environment

Moves their whole body by 
rolling, bottom-shuffling or 
crawling, then progresses 
to walking with support.

Walks and runs increasingly 
steadily, and begins walking 
upstairs, climbing objects 
and walking backwards.

Walks and runs with the 
ability to change speed 
and direction in varied 
environments (for example, 
in an obstacle course 
or maze).

Uses a range of 
movements to move 
through space freely 
(for example, hop, skip, 
skate, or ride a bicycle 
or scooter).

Use large muscles to 
move objects around 
their environment

Reaches their hands 
towards objects and 
pushes, throws or moves 
objects with arm or 
leg muscles.

Moves objects using their 
bodies, catches and throws 
using 2 hands, and carries 
objects while walking.

Kicks a ball, throws objects 
with some accuracy, and 
carries objects in one or 
both hands when walking 
up or down stairs.

Kicks and throws 
objects with accurate 
directionality and 
moves large objects 
(for example, chairs) 
into desired locations 
with ease.

Coordinate multiple 
large movements 
using their upper 
and lower body

Begins to sit with support, 
then sits without support, 
then begins to pull 
themselves from sitting 
to standing, using nearby 
objects.

Begins to coordinate 
movement in their arms, 
legs and body (for example, 
crouch to pick up an object 
or navigate small obstacles).

Combines several gross 
motor skills in an organised 
way (for example, to swing 
their body or stand and 
catch an object).

Engages in physical 
games and experiences 
with accuracy and 
moves their whole 
body in more complex, 
coordinated ways.
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Fine motor skills

What might you see 
the child doing? Changes as child develops and grows

Move and control 
the small muscles 
of their body 

Follows objects with 
their eyes, uses 
facial expressions 
and begins to move 
fingers involuntarily.

Uses small muscles more 
purposefully, including 
clapping, waving and 
fingerplay.

Establishes a preference 
for using the left or right 
hand and learns a wider 
range of small movements 
(for example, winking, 
finger-snapping).

Builds dexterity and 
precision in small muscle 
movements (for example, 
basic keyboard use, 
saying tongue-twisters 
quickly).

Hold and manipulate 
small objects 

Uses the palm rather than 
fingers to hold objects 
(palmar grasp), first 
reflexively then deliberately, 
then releasing them 
voluntarily.

Holds and manipulates 
objects using all fingertips 
and thumb (digital grasp), 
or index finger and thumb 
(pincer grasp).

Uses thumb and 2 fingers 
(tripod grasp) to hold 
drawing tools or other 
objects and manipulate 
them with greater precision.

Uses more complex 
small objects 
(for example, scissors, 
tools, musical 
instruments, craft 
materials) with increasing 
skill and accuracy.

Coordinate multiple 
small movements  

Coordinates more than 
one hand or foot action 
with purpose (for example, 
grabs an object with both 
hands to mouth it, or 
grasps their feet). 

Uses their hands, wrists 
and fingers in coordinated 
movements (for example, 
turns the pages of a book, 
picks up food).

Combines several fine 
motor movements in 
an organised way with 
increased accuracy 
(for example, pours, sculpts, 
makes marks).

Coordinates more 
complex fine motor 
movements (for example, 
threads small beads, 
opens a lock, snips 
out basic shapes).
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Sensory awareness

What might you see 
the child doing? Changes as child develops and grows

Use their 5 senses 
to learn and explore

Responds to sights, sounds, 
smells, textures and tastes 
(for example, tilts their head 
to listen to sounds, follows 
objects with their eyes).

Uses emerging language 
to describe sensory 
experiences, and expresses 
their sensory preferences 
and interests. 

Uses their senses to 
recognise or predict familiar 
objects or experiences, 
even if not within immediate 
sight or reach. 

Uses their senses to 
understand the world, 
connecting what they 
see, hear, feel, smell 
or taste to what they 
know, say and do.

Maintain their balance 
when they are moving 
or still

Develops simple balancing 
strategies, extending their 
arms to the front or side 
to prevent falls. 

Rotates or turns their 
body without falling over, 
balances on a wide, low 
beam and walks along 
a straight line.

Balances on smaller objects 
with gaps (for example, 
stepping stones) and briefly 
hops on one foot. 

Stands still on one foot 
briefly and performs 
more complex turns 
or balancing actions 
(for example, crab-walking 
or playing hopscotch).

Develop coordination 
between all parts of 
their body

Uses movement and touch 
to explore their face and 
body, and how the parts 
work together.

Builds awareness of how 
much effort is required from 
different parts of the body 
to achieve tasks.

Coordinates body 
movements to respond 
to their environment 
(for example, bends knees 
to land on a firm surface, 
moves to a heard rhythm).

Engages in increasingly 
complex movements 
combining large and 
small muscles in all 
parts of their body 
(for example, dance, 
drama, sport).
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Physical health and self-care

What might you see 
the child doing? Changes as child develops and grows

Maintain a healthy 
balance of activity 
and rest

Communicates needs for 
movement or rest, including 
restlessness and calm.

Develops individual 
preferences and routines for 
activity and rest, responding 
to guidance about balance 
and transitions.

Responds to their own 
needs for activity and rest 
with prompting, guidance 
or consistent routine.

Self-regulates a balance 
between activity and 
rest, listening to their 
body, adjusting for 
their energy levels and 
managing transitions. 

Enjoy appropriate 
food and drink to 
nourish their bodies

Tries a growing variety of 
food and drink, indicating 
preference with gestures 
or facial expressions.

Shows clear likes and 
dislikes for different food 
and drink, and may play 
with food or drink to 
explore smell or texture.

Understands basic 
principles of healthy eating 
(for example, ‘sometimes 
foods’), as relevant to 
the foods of their family 
and culture.

When offered a 
choice of food or 
drink, considers the 
importance of healthy 
eating in their decision.

Take increasing care 
of their personal 
safety and hygiene

Depends on adults to 
ensure their safety and 
wellbeing and participates 
in daily health and 
hygiene routines.

Participates in health 
and hygiene practices 
(for example, hand-washing, 
toileting with help), and 
notices basic hazards.

Follows basic health and 
hygiene routines, and 
learns simple strategies 
for managing risks 
(for example, avoiding, 
checking).

Manages daily 
health and hygiene 
routines confidently, 
and assesses safety 
risks and manages 
them with increasing 
independence.
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Creating opportunities to support children’s physical development

Gross motor skills
 • Plan and set up indoor and 

outdoor spaces to invite 
age-appropriate physical 
movement, such as pushing, 
pulling, climbing and jumping.

 • Encourage children to explore 
different body positions, such 
as lying on their tummies, 
touching their toes, standing 
tall, crouching or bending.

 • Incorporate movement into 
learning experiences, such 
as stretching, dancing, action 
songs, balancing, and physical 
sports and games.

 • Notice and celebrate children’s 
efforts to move, from infants 
stretching for toys to older 
children inventing new dances 
or games.

Fine motor skills
 • Incorporate many small 

movement experiences, 
including grasping, holding, 
manipulating, turning, pinching, 
blowing and threading.

 • Foster fine motor skills 
to support language 
development, encouraging 
children to move their mouths 
while talking, singing or eating.

 • Plan experiences that 
strengthen hand muscles, such 
as pressing and squeezing play 
dough or clay, or scrunching or 
tearing paper.

 • Provide a range of small 
materials, tools and objects to 
grasp, hold and use that are 
age-appropriate and provide 
adequate challenge.

Sensory awareness
 • Provide a wide range of 

sensory experiences in play 
and routines, including different 
textures, colours, sounds, 
tastes and smells.

 • Model a variety of descriptive 
language to help children 
become aware of and describe 
what they see, hear, feel, smell 
or taste.

 • Provide safe opportunities for 
children to feel unbalanced 
and recover, such as swings, 
wobble boards, uneven mats 
or balancing games.

 • Help children become aware 
of how their body works as 
a whole, such as hugging 
themselves to feel their back 
muscles or doing yoga.

Physical health and 
self-care
 • Offer sleep, rest and physical 

activity opportunities 
appropriate for each individual 
child, including quiet play areas 
indoors and outdoors.

 • Make mealtimes social and 
engaging, using positive 
strategies and modelling 
to encourage children to try 
a range of healthy options.

 • Involve children in daily 
health and hygiene routines, 
narrating actions playfully and 
including reasons why they 
are important.

 • Provide safe opportunities 
for children to identify and 
manage risks with increasing 
independence appropriate 
to their development.
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Further reading

For more information on our learning trajectories research, read our 
research report Early Childhood Learning Trajectories: The Evidence Base.

More information

The AERO website features further guidance, including practice guides 
and case studies for early childhood practice. Visit edresearch.edu.au 
for more information.
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