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DEVELOPMENTAL DELAY INFO

A Brief History

For most of modern medical history, childhood development was tracked loosely, if at all. Concerns about a child
who wasn't walking, talking, or engaging "on time" were often met with a simple wait-and-see approach, and
delays that could have been caught early frequently weren't identified until a child reached school and the gap
became impossible to ignore.

That began to change in the mid-twentieth century as pediatric researchers developed standardized
developmental milestones, benchmarks for skills like walking, talking, and social engagement at expected ages.
These milestones gave pediatricians and parents a shared language for describing what "on track" looked like,
and, just as importantly, a way to notice when something looked different.

The passage of federal early intervention law in 1986 (later folded into the Individuals with Disabilities Education
Act) was a turning point. For the first time, children from birth to age three with developmental delays were
guaranteed access to evaluation and intervention services, regardless of their family's ability to pay. Since then,
research has consistently shown the same finding: the earlier a delay is identified and addressed, the better a
child's long-term outcome tends to be, in some cases changing a child's entire developmental trajectory.

What Developmental Delay Is

A developmental delay means a child isn't reaching expected milestones within the typical age range in one or
more areas: speech and language, motor skills (crawling, walking, fine motor control), social and emotional
development, cognitive skills, or a combination of these. "Other developmental delay" is also the term the CDC
uses as a broad category covering delays that don't fall under a more specific diagnosis like autism or intellectual
disability.

A developmental delay is not a permanent label or a prediction of a child's future. Some children catch up fully
with early support. Others go on to receive a more specific diagnosis, like autism, a language disorder, or a
learning disability, once they're a bit older and patterns become clearer. Either way, a delay simply means a child
needs more time, more support, or a different approach to reach a skill, not that something is wrong with them.

Delays can stem from many sources: genetics, prematurity, differences in brain development, or sometimes no
identifiable cause at all. What matters most isn't pinpointing the cause immediately; it's getting the child
connected to support as early as possible.

Understanding the Scope

e An estimated 1in 6 children (17%) in the United States has at least one developmental delay, according
to CDC data spanning multiple developmental domains.

e The prevalence of "other developmental delay" specifically was 5.24% among U.S. children aged 3 to 17,
per a national analysis of 2018—-2021 CDC survey data, and has been rising steadily over the past decade.

e Boys are diagnosed with developmental delays at roughly twice the rate of girls, a pattern seen
consistently across nearly every developmental disability category.

e Speech delay is the most common single concern, affecting an estimated 8 to 10% of children, followed
by motor skill delays (about 7%) and social-emotional delays (5 to 6%).

e The prevalence of any diagnosed developmental disability in U.S. children rose from about 16% in 2009—
2011 to nearly 18% in 2015-2017, a trend attributed largely to improved screening and awareness rather
than children changing.

e Early intervention research consistently identifies birth to age three, and especially before age three and
a half, as the window where intervention has the greatest impact on long-term outcomes.

Strategies for Teachers

e Refer early rather than waiting to see. If a young student seems noticeably behind peers in speech, motor
skills, or social engagement, a referral for evaluation costs nothing and can only help.



Meet the child where their skills currently are, not where the calendar says they should be. A student
working below grade level in one area may be right on track, or ahead, in another.

Build in repetition and multiple modalities. Children with developmental delays often need more
exposure to a skill, delivered in more than one way (visual, verbal, hands-on) before it takes hold.

Celebrate small, real progress. Growth for a child with a developmental delay may look incremental, but
incremental is still growth, and it deserves to be named.

Coordinate closely with any therapists (speech, occupational, physical) already working with the child, so
strategies stay consistent across settings.

Strategies for Parents

Trust your instincts. If something feels off about your child's development, you don't need permission to
ask for an evaluation. Pediatricians and early intervention programs would always rather screen and rule
something out than miss it.

Request a free evaluation through your state's Part C early intervention program (birth to age three) or
your school district (age three and up). These evaluations are your legal right, regardless of income.

Avoid the comparison trap. Milestone charts are averages, not deadlines, and every child's timeline looks
a little different.

Build skill practice into daily routines rather than treating it as separate work. Narrating your day builds
language; letting your child help with physical tasks builds motor skills.

Give yourself permission not to have the whole picture yet. A delay diagnosis today doesn't have to
define the next diagnosis, if any, down the road.

Strategies for Grandparents

Take a parent's concern seriously, even if your grandchild seems fine to you in the moment. Parents often
notice subtle patterns over time that don't show up in a single visit.

Resist "they'll grow out of it" as a default response. Sometimes that's true; sometimes it delays a family
from getting support that would have helped sooner.

Ask the parents what specific skills are being worked on, and how you can reinforce them naturally
during your time together, through play, reading, or everyday routines.

Keep expectations flexible and pressure low. A grandchild working on a delayed skill doesn't need to feel
like they're behind; they need patience and encouragement.

Remember that a delay is a snapshot, not a life sentence. Many children who start behind catch up fully,
especially with early, consistent support from the whole family.

A Florida Spotlight

Florida's early intervention program for children from birth to age three, Early Steps, is the state's version
of federal Part C services and is free to families regardless of income.

Florida's public schools recognize Developmental Delay as its own Exceptional Student Education
eligibility category for young children, allowing preschool-age children to receive services before a more
specific diagnosis is made.

Families in Brevard County can request an Early Steps evaluation directly, or contact the local school
district's ESE Department once a child turns three, to begin the evaluation process without cost.

The Florida Diagnostic and Learning Resources System (FDLRS) offers free family support and training
across the state for parents navigating an early developmental concern.
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