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Foundational Skills Lead to Age-Expected Functioning 

Development in early childhood proceeds 
through a sequence of skills, each more 
complex than the last. For example, children 
play near one another before they play 
together. Practitioners build on foundational 
skills to help children move to the next level of 
functioning. 

• Age-Expected (AE): Age-expected skills 
and behaviors are in the broad range of 
what is expected for a child's chronological 
age. 

• Immediate Foundational (IF): Immediate 
foundational skills and behaviors appear 
just before age-expected functioning in the 
sequence of development. 

• Foundational (F): Foundational skills and 
behaviors are two or more steps away from 
age-expected functioning in the 
developmental progression. These skills 
are often seen much earlier in the 
sequence of development and form an 
important foundation for IF and AE skills. 

 

Think of a child's developmental progression as 
a staircase. Foundational skills emerge first and 
usually are maintained. More complicated skills 
build on those early skills and emerge later. 
Age-expected functioning is the top step of the 
staircase.

Determining Child Functioning 

The COS Definitions: 7-Point Rating Scale Criteria provide a description of child functioning for each of 
the seven points on the rating scale. To determine which point on the rating scale best describes a 
child’s functioning, COS team members start by gathering and age anchoring information about child 
functioning across settings and situations. The team considers the child’s functioning relative to the 
skills expected for the child’s chronological age 

It’s important to remember that while child development generally follows a predictable sequence. 
children spend different amounts of time in any given stage of development. Using an age-anchoring 
resource will help teams be consistent in identifying if skills are at an AE, IF, or F level. Teams look at 
the mix of developmental levels of the skills against the rating criteria and use the decision tree to 
determine a rating in each outcome area. 

https://ectacenter.org/eco/pages/cosform-gathering.asp
https://ectacenter.org/eco/pages/cosform-rating.asp#definitions
https://ectacenter.org/eco/pages/cosform-gathering.asp
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When comparing a child’s functioning against age expectations, COS team members must understand 
where the child’s skills are on a developmental progression, asking:  

• Does the child demonstrate Age-Expected skills and behaviors?  

• If not, does the child demonstrate skills and behaviors that emerge just before those expected for 
the child’s chronological age, like those of a slightly younger child (Immediate Foundational)?  

• If not, does the child demonstrate skills and behaviors that emerge well before those expected for 
the child’s chronological age, like those of a much younger child (Foundational)? 

 

Example 1: Chrissa 

Chrissa is 30 months old. Although she does not play with other children, she watches them with great 
interest. 

At 30 months, a child is expected to play with other children, and might take turns. A younger child (18–
24 months) would play alone, but would be very aware of other children, such as the toys another child 
is using, and might take a toy away from another child. A much younger child (12 months) would stay 
very close to his or her primary caregiver, showing early awareness of other children. 

Chrissa is more than aware of other children, and enthusiastically watches them play. She has 
immediate foundational skills on which to build the next level of relationships with peers: playing with 
other children and taking turns. 

• Are Chrissa’s skills and behaviors age-expected, immediate foundational, or foundational? 

• What if she were 12 months old?  

• What if she were 48 months old? 

 

Example 2: Justin 

Justin is 24 months old. He uses a spoon, but often spills the food before it gets to his mouth. Without 
his mom’s help, he wouldn’t get much to eat at mealtime. 

At 24 months, a child is expected to be able to meet their feeding needs without much help, using 
various kinds of tools, including fingers. A younger toddler would experiment with tool use, but with 
limited success. A much younger infant would participate in feeding by opening their mouth, but not 
attempt to feed themself. 

• Are Justin’s skills and behaviors age-expected, immediate foundational, or foundational? 

• What if he were 12 months old?  

• What if he were 36 months old? 
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