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UNDERSTANDING
THE NINE
LEARNING
EXPERIENCES CDA:
A COMPLETE
GUIDE FOR EARLY
CHILDHOOD
EDUCATORS

For  aspir ing  ear ly
childhood  educators
pursuing  the  Chi ld
Development Associate
(CDA)  credent ia l ,
mastering  the  Nine
L e a r n i n g
Experiences  CDA  is
n o t  j u s t  a
requirement—it  is  the
foundation  of  quality
teach ing  in  ea r l y

childhood  settings.
These nine experiences
represent  the  core
competencies  that
every  educator  must
demonstrate  to  earn
their  CDA  certification.
W h e t h e r  y o u  a r e
preparing for your CDA
assessment  or  simply
looking  to  enhance
y o u r  c l a s s r o o m
p r a c t i c e ,
understanding  these
learning  experiences
will transform how you
engage  with  young
children  and  support
their  development
across all domains.
The  CDA  credential,
awarded by the Council
f o r  P r o f e s s i o n a l
Recognition,  is  one  of
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t h e  m o s t  w i d e l y
recognized  credentials
in  ear ly  chi ldhood
education. At its heart
lies the requirement to
plan  and  implement
nine  specific  learning
exper iences  tha t
a d d r e s s  t h e
developmental  needs
of  children  from  birth
through  age  five.
These  experiences  go
b e y o n d  s i m p l e
activities;  they  are
carefully  designed
opportunit ies  that
promote  growth  in
language,  cognition,
physical  skills,  social-
emotional competence,
a n d  c r e a t i v e
expression.

Why the
Nine

Learning
Experienc
es Matter
in Early
Childhood
Education
The  Nine  Learning
Experiences  CDA
framework is rooted in
d e v e l o p m e n t a l l y
appropriate  practice
and  research-backed
approaches  to  early
l e a r n i n g .  W h e n
educators  intentionally
p l a n  t h e s e
experiences,  they
c r e a t e  a  r i c h
environment  where
children  can  explore,
discover,  and  grow at
their  own  pace.  The
C D A  a s s e s s m e n t
process evaluates how
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well candidates design
and  implement  these
experiences,  making
t h e m  a  c r i t i c a l
component  o f  the
credentialing journey.
E a c h  l e a r n i n g
experience  must  be
tai lored  to  the  age
group  you  work  with,
whe the r  i n f an t s ,
toddlers,  preschoolers,
or a mixed-age group.
T h e  k e y  i s  t o
demonstrate  that  you
unders tand  ch i l d
development principles
and can translate that
understanding  into
meaningful,  engaging
activities  that  support
each  child's  unique
needs  and  interests.

THE COMPLETE
BREAKDOWN OF
THE NINE
LEARNING
EXPERIENCES CDA

Here  is  an  in-depth
look at each of the nine

learning  experiences
required  for  the  CDA
credential,  along  with
practical  strategies for
implementing  them in
your  c lassroom  or
fam i l y  ch i l d  ca re
setting.

1.
Learning
Experienc
e for
Language
and
Literacy
Develop
ment
The  first  of  the  Nine
L e a r n i n g
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Experiences  CDA
focuses  on  language
and  l i teracy.  Th is
experience  should
promote  vocabulary
growth, listening skills,
pre-reading  abilities,
and  ear ly  wr i t ing.
Effective  activities
include  interactive
read-alouds  using  big
books, storytelling with
puppets  or  flannel
boards,  and  picture
walks  that  encourage
children  to  predict
what  might  happen
next.
For  infants,  simple
board books with high-
contrast  images  and
repet i t ive  sounds
support early language
development.  Toddlers
benefit  from  naming
objects during play and
using simple songs and
fingerplays.
Preschoolers  thrive
when they can engage
in  story  rete l l ing,
create their own books,

o r  p a r t i c i p a t e  i n
dramatic  play  with
literacy props such as
menus,  s igns,  and
writing  materials.
When  planning  this
experience,  consider
including  open-ended
q u e s t i o n s  t h a t
encourage  children  to
think and respond. For
example, after reading
a story, ask "What do
you  think  will  happen
to  the  bear  next?"
rather  than  closed
questions  that  require
a  s i n g l e  c o r r e c t
answer.  This approach
s u p p o r t s  b o t h
r e c e p t i v e  a n d
expressive  language
skills.

2.
Learning
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Experienc
e for
Cognitive
Develop

ment
Cognitive development
experiences encourage
p r o b l e m - s o l v i n g ,
m e m o r y ,  l o g i c a l
thinking,  and  cause-
and-effect
understanding.  This  is
where  children  learn
how to make sense of
the world around them.
Activities might include
puzzles,  matching
games, sorting objects
by  color  or  size,  and
s i m p l e  s c i e n c e
experiments  such  as
sink-and-float
explorations.
F o r  t h e  C D A
assessment ,  your

cognitive  experience
s h o u l d  c l e a r l y
demonstrate  how  you
support  chi ldren's
thinking  skil ls.  For
infants,  this  could  be
as  simple  as  showing
them  how  a  rat t le
makes  sound  when
shaken. Toddlers enjoy
nesting  cups,  shape
sorters, and cause-and-
effect  toys.
Preschoolers  benefit
from  more  complex
puzz les ,  pat tern -
making  activities,  and
classification  games
that require reasoning.
Remember  to  observe
c h i l d r e n  a s  t h e y
engage  with  cognitive
materials  and  adjust
the  difficulty  level
b a s e d  o n  t h e i r
individual  abilities.
Scaffolding—providing
just enough support to
help  a  child  succeed
without taking over—is
a  hallmark  of  effective
cognit ive  learning
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experiences.

3.
Learning
Experienc
e for
Physical
Develop
ment and
Motor
Skills
Physical  development
experiences  address
both gross motor skills
( l a r g e  m u s c l e
movements)  and  fine
motor  ski l ls  (small
muscle control). These
e x p e r i e n c e s  a r e
essential  for  children's

health,  coordination,
and  independence.
Gross  motor  activities
might include throwing
and  catching  balls,
balancing  on  beams,
c raw l ing  th rough
tunnels,  or  dancing to
music .  F ine  motor
activities  can  include
stringing  beads,  using
play  dough,  cutting
with  sc issors,  and
manipulating  small
objects.
When  designing  this
learning experience for
the  Nine  Learning
Experiences  CDA,
ensure that you include
equipment or materials
that challenge children
appropriately.  For
infants,  tummy  time
and  reaching  for  toys
s u p p o r t  m o t o r
development.  Toddlers
need  opportunities  to
walk,  run,  climb,  and
manipulate  objects
w i t h  i n c r e a s i n g
precision.  Preschoolers
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can  engage  in  more
complex  phys ica l
challenges  such  as
hopping  on  one  foot,
us ing  tweezers  to
transfer small items, or
p a r t i c i p a t i n g  i n
obstacle  courses.
Safety  is  paramount
when planning physical
act iv i t ies.  A lways
supervise  children
closely and ensure that
equipment  is  age-
appropriate  and  in
good  condition.

4.
Learning
Experienc
e for
Creative

Expressio
n
Creative  expression
experiences  al low
children  to  explore
their  imagination,
e x p e r i m e n t  w i t h
materials, and express
t h e i r  i d e a s  a n d
feelings. This category
includes  art,  music,
dramatic  play,  and
movement.  The  focus
is  on  the  process  of
creation  rather  than
the final product. When
children  paint,  draw,
sculpt  with  clay,  or
engage  in  pretend
p l a y ,  t h e y  a r e
developing  creativity,
problem-solving  skills,
a n d  e m o t i o n a l
awareness.
F o r  t h e  C D A
assessment,  avoid
u s i n g  p r e - m a d e
templates  or  requiring
children  to  produce  a
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specific  outcome.
Instead,  provide open-
ended  materials  such
as  tempera  paints,
collage  items,  musical
ins t ruments ,  and
dress-up  clothes.  Let
children  decide  what
they want to create or
how they want to use
the  materials.  This
approach  respects
their  individuality  and
encourages  intrinsic
motivation.
Infants  enjoy  sensory
art  experiences  like
finger  painting  with
edible  paint.  Toddlers
love exploring crayons,
markers,  and  simple
i n s t r u m e n t s .
P reschoo le rs  can
e n g a g e  i n  m o r e
complex  c reat ive
p r o j e c t s  s u c h  a s
building  with  recycled
materials,  creating
costumes for  dramatic
play,  or  composing
their  own  songs  and
dances.

5.
Learning
Experienc
e for
Social-
Emotional
Develop
ment
S o c i a l - e m o t i o n a l
learning  experiences
help  children  develop
self-awareness,  self-
regulation,  empathy,
a n d  p o s i t i v e
relat ionships  with
others.  This  is  one  of
the  most  important
a r e a s  o f  e a r l y
c h i l d h o o d
development, as it lays
the  groundwork  for
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success  in  school  and
life.  Activities  might
include  cooperative
games,  turn-taking
act iv i t ies,  feel ing
charts ,  and  group
discussions  about
emotions.
When  planning  this
experience  for  the
N i n e  L e a r n i n g
Experiences  CDA,
think  about  how  you
wi l l  he lp  ch i ld ren
identify  and  manage
their  feel ings.  For
infants,  responsive
caregiving  and  gentle
interactions build trust
and  security.  Toddlers
benefit  from  clear
r o u t i n e s ,  s i m p l e
choices,  and  guidance
on sharing and waiting.
P reschoo le rs  can
participate  in  group
p r o b l e m - s o l v i n g ,
conflict  resolution
d i s cuss i ons ,  and
a c t i v i t i e s  t h a t
celebrate diversity and
inclusion.

Books  about  feelings,
puppets  that  model
soc ia l  sk i l l s ,  and
sensory  calming  tools
such as stress balls or
quiet  corners  are  all
effective  supports  for
s o c i a l - e m o t i o n a l
learning.  Your  role  as
an  educa to r  i s  t o
m o d e l  p o s i t i v e
i n t e r a c t i o n s  a n d
p r o v i d e  a  s a f e ,
nurturing  environment
where every child feels
valued.

6.
Learning
Experienc
e for Self-
Concept
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and
Identity
T h i s  l e a r n i n g
experience focuses on
h e l p i n g  c h i l d r e n
develop  a  posit ive
sense  of  self  and  an
understanding  of  their
own identity, including
their  family,  culture,
a n d  c o m m u n i t y .
Children who feel good
about  themselves  are
more  confident,
resilient, and willing to
t r y  n e w  t h i n g s .
Activities might include
creating  self-portraits,
sharing  family  photos,
celebrating  cultural
t r a d i t i o n s ,  a n d
discussing  individual
s t r e n g t h s  a n d
preferences.
For infants, this means
providing  mirrors  at
eye  level  and  using
their  name  frequently
w i t h  w a r m t h  a n d

respect .  Toddlers
benefit  from  activities
that  highlight  their
growing independence,
such as choosing their
own  snack  or  putting
on  their  own  shoes.
P reschoo le rs  can
engage in more explicit
discussions about what
makes them unique, as
well  as  activities  that
honor  diverse  families
and backgrounds.
Be  m ind fu l  o f  the
language you use and
the  mater ia ls  you
provide.  Ensure  that
books ,  do l l s ,  and
i m a g e s  i n  y o u r
classroom  reflect  a
wide range of cultures,
abilities,  and  family
structures.  This  helps
a l l  c h i l d r e n  s e e
t h e m s e l v e s
r e p r e s e n t e d  a n d
valued.
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7.
Learning
Experienc
e for
Music
and
Movemen

t
Music  and  movement
experiences  support
mu l t ip le  a reas  o f
development, including
physical  coordination,
auditory discrimination,
c r e a t i v i t y ,  a n d
emotional  expression.
This  category  is  often
combined with creative
e x p r e s s i o n  b u t
deserves its own focus
w i t h i n  t h e  N i n e

L e a r n i n g
Experiences  CDA.
Act iv i t ies  inc lude
singing  songs,  playing
rhythm  instruments,
moving  to  music,  and
participating in musical
games.
F o r  i n f a n t s ,  s o f t
lullabies  and  gentle
r o c k i n g  s u p p o r t
bonding  and  auditory
development.  Toddlers
e n j o y  s o n g s  w i t h
a c t i o n s ,  s u c h  a s
"Wheels  on  the  Bus"
and "Itsy Bitsy Spider,"
w h i c h  h e l p  t h e m
connect  words  with
m o v e m e n t s .
P reschoo le rs  can
explore  different
musical  styles,  create
their own rhythms, and
participate  in  group
dances  that  require
coord ina t ion  and
cooperation.
Music  and  movement
activities  also  support
l a n g u a g e
d e v e l o p m e n t ,  a s
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children  learn  new
vocabulary  through
songs and rhymes. Do
not worry if you do not
cons ider  yourse l f
m u s i c a l l y
t a l e n t e d — c h i l d r e n
respond to enthusiasm
and  participation  far
more  than  perfect
pitch.

8.
Learning
Experienc
e for
Science
and
Sensory

Explorati
on
Science  and  sensory
experiences encourage
children  to  observe,
question,  explore,  and
make  d iscover ies
about  the  natura l
world.  This  is  where
ch i l d ren  deve lop
critical  thinking  skills
and a sense of wonder.
Activities might include
nature  walks,  water
p l a y ,  s a n d  p l a y ,
magnets,  light  tables,
a n d  s i m p l e
experiments with color
mixing  or  planting
seeds.
F o r  t h e  C D A
assessment ,  your
science  and  sensory
experience  should  be
hands-on  and  inquiry-
based. Ask open-ended
quest ions  such  as
"What do you notice?"
or "What do you think
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w i l l  h a p p e n ? "  t o
encourage  children  to
think  like  scientists.
Infants explore through
t h e i r  s e n s e s ,  s o
provide  safe  objects
with  different  textures,
s o u n d s ,  a n d
temperatures. Toddlers
e n j o y  p o u r i n g ,
scooping, and dumping
i n  s e n s o r y  b i n s .
P reschoo le rs  can
e n g a g e  i n  m o r e
s t r u c t u r e d
experiments,  make
p r e d i c t i o n s ,  a n d
d o c u m e n t  t h e i r
observations  through
drawing  or  dictation.
Sensory  experiences
a r e  p a r t i c u l a r l y
important  for  children
who  need  calming  or
regulating input. Many
children  learn  best
when they  can  touch,
see,  hear,  and  even
taste materials as part
of the learning process.

9.
Learning
Experienc
e for
Mathema
tics and
Number
Concepts
The  final  learning
experience in the Nine
L e a r n i n g
Experiences  CDA
f o c u s e s  o n
mathematical thinking.
This  includes  number
recognition,  counting,
o n e - t o - o n e
c o r r e s p o n d e n c e ,
patterns,  shapes,
measurement,  and
bas ic  concepts  o f
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q u a n t i t y  a n d
comparison.  Ear ly
math  exper iences
should be concrete and
connected  to  real-life
situations.
Activities might include
count ing  snacks ,
s o r t i n g  t o y s  b y
attribute, building with
blocks  of  different
s i zes ,  measur ing
ingredients  during  a
cooking  activity,  or
creating  patterns  with
beads  or  t i les.  For
infants ,  everyday
experiences  like  "one
more  block"  or  "let's
count  your  fingers"  lay
the  foundation  for
mathematical thinking.
T o d d l e r s  e n j o y
counting  rhymes  and
simple  classification
activities.  Preschoolers
can  engage  in  more
a d v a n c e d  m a t h
act iv i t ies  such  as
graphing  favorites,
comparing  quantities
(more / l e s s ) ,  and

recognizing numerals.
The  key  is  to  make
math  meaningful  and
fun. When children see
math  as  part  of  their
everyday  play,  they
deve lop  pos i t i ve
attitudes  toward  the
subject that will  serve
them  wel l  in  la ter
schooling.

HOW TO
DOCUMENT AND
PRESENT YOUR
NINE LEARNING
EXPERIENCES FOR
THE CDA
ASSESSMENT

To  successfully  earn
your  CDA  credential,
you must not only plan
and  implement  these
n i n e  l e a r n i n g
experiences  but  also
d o c u m e n t  t h e m
effectively  for  your
a s s e s s m e n t .  T h e
Council for Professional
Recognition  requires
t h a t  y o u  w r i t e  a
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detailed plan for  each
experience,  including
the  i n tended  age
group,  developmental
g o a l s ,  m a t e r i a l s
needed,  step-by-step
p r o c e d u r e s ,  a n d
a d a p t a t i o n s  f o r
children  with  special
needs  or  different
learning  styles.
Your  documentation
should  demonstrate
how each of the Nine
L e a r n i n g
Experiences  CDA
suppor ts  the  CDA
competency standards.
Be  specific  about  what
children will  learn and
how  you  will  assess
their  engagement  and
progress. Use objective
language  and  provide
concrete  examples  of
what  you  observed
during  the  activity.

Tips for
Successfu
lly
Implemen
ting the
Nine
Learning
Experienc
es
Here  are  pract ical
strategies to  help you
excel  in  planning  and
d e l i v e r i n g  t h e s e
essential  learning
experiences:

Start with
observation -
Watch the
children in your
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care to
understand their
interests,
abilities, and
developmental
levels. Your
learning
experiences
should build on
what children
already know
and are curious
about.
Plan for
individual
differences -
Every child is
unique. Include
modifications
and extensions
so that all
children can
participate
meaningfully,
including those
with
developmental
delays or
advanced skills.
Use everyday

materials - You
do not need
expensive
equipment to
create high-
quality learning
experiences.
Cardboard
boxes, natural
objects,
household items,
and recycled
materials can be
powerful learning
tools.
Integrate
across domains
- While each of
the nine
experiences has
a primary focus,
effective learning
experiences
naturally support
multiple areas of
development. A
science activity,
for example, also
builds language,
cognitive, and
fine motor skills.


