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Developmental Delay

Child development refers to the process in which children go through changes in 
skill development during predictable time periods, called developmental milestones. 
Developmental delay occurs when children have not reached these milestones by 
the expected time period. For example, if the normal range for learning to walk is 
between 9 and 15 months, and a 18-month-old child is still not walking, this would 
be considered a developmental delay.

Developmental delays can occur in all five areas of development or may just happen 
in one or more of those areas. Additionally, growth in each area of development 
is related to growth in the other areas. So if there is a difficulty in one area (e.g., 
speech and language), it is likely to influence development in other areas (e.g., social 
and emotional).

Children develop skills in five main areas of development:
• Cognitive Development This is the child’s ability to learn and solve problems.   
 For example, this includes a two-month-old baby learning to explore    
 the environment with hands or eyes or a five-year-old learning how to do   
 simple maths problems.
•  Social and Emotional Development This is the child’s ability to interact with   
 others, including helping themselves and self-control. Examples of this type   
 of development would include: a six-week-old baby smiling, a ten-month-old baby  
 waving bye-bye, or a five-year-old boy knowing how to take turns in games   
 at school.
• Speech and Language Development This is the child’s ability to both understand  
 and use language. For example, this includes a 12-month-old baby saying his first  
 words,
• a two-year-old naming parts of her body, or a five-year-old learning to say “feet”  
 instead of “foots”.
• Fine Motor Skill Development This is the child’s ability to use small muscles,   
 specifically their hands and fingers, to pick up small objects, hold a spoon,   
 turn pages in a book, or use a crayon to draw.
• Gross Motor Skill Development This is the child’s ability to use large muscles.   
 For example, a six-month-old baby learns how to sit up with some support, a   
 12-month-old baby learns to pull up to a stand holding onto furniture,    
 and a five-year-old learns to skip.
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Developmental delay can have many different causes, such as genetic causes, or 
complications of pregnancy and birth (like prematurity or infections). Often, howev-
er, the specific cause is unknown. Some causes can be easily reversed if caught early 
enough.

If a child is found on a developmental evaluation to have some developmental de-
lays, it is important that intervention occurs early on in childhood for a number of 
reasons. Generally, children need to learn these developmental skills in a consecu-
tive fashion. For example, a child needs to learn to sit up on her own before she will 
be able to stand up.

Also, early intervention helps a child advance in all areas of development. Some-
times if a child has a delay in one area, it can affect other developmental areas. 
Therefore, it is vital that a child receive early intervention as soon as possible.

Finally, early intervention is critical for the child to develop good self-esteem. With-
out early intervention, a child’s self-image may suffer and they may become avoidant 
of school. For example, a child who has a language delay may feel embarrassed to 
speak in front of their peers and teacher at school. Early intervention can help pre-
vent these embarrassing moments for a child before they begin school.
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