
Screening and Monitoring of Developmental Delays in Children within Family 
Medicine

Oksana Babenko*

Department of Family Medicine, University of Alberta, Alberta, Canada

ABOUT THE STUDY
Child developmental delays encompass a range of conditions 
where children fail to achieve certain targets in their cognitive, 
physical, emotional, or social development within the expected 
age range. These delays can affect children in various ways, 
impacting their learning, behavior, and overall functioning.

Developmental targets and their importance

Developmental targets serve as a key reference for assessing 
whether a child is progressing typically. These targets are 
generally categorized into several domains: Motor skills, cognitive 
development, communication abilities, social-emotional growth, 
and adaptive functioning. Each targets has an expected range in 
which children typically achieve a specific skill.

For example, by the age of one, most children can sit up 
independently and begin to babble. By age two, they may start to 
walk and form two-to-three-word sentences. These targets help 
clinicians, including family physicians, determine whether a child 
is developing at an appropriate rate.

Identifying developmental delays in early childhood

The process of identifying developmental delays typically begins 
with routine screenings during well-child visits. Family 
physicians, pediatricians, and other healthcare professionals use 
standardized tools to assess whether a child’s development aligns 
with typical targets. For instance, the Denver developmental 
screening test or the ages and stages questionnaires are 
commonly employed to identify delays early on.

Family members, especially parents, are often the first to notice 
developmental delays in their child. These caregivers may observe 
that their child is not speaking as much as peers, is unable to 
perform basic physical tasks like walking or eating independently, 
or may struggle socially with other children. In such cases, a 
developmental delay could be suspected, and further assessment 
may be recommended.

Impact of developmental delays on children

Developmental delays can have far-reaching consequences on a 
child’s life. The nature and severity of these delays can determine

how much they affect the child’s ability to function in various 
settings, including home, school, and social environments.

Social and emotional development: Children with 
developmental delays may experience challenges in their social 
interactions. Difficulty in processing emotions or understanding 
social cues can lead to struggles with making and maintaining 
friendships. This can result in feelings of isolation, frustration, 
and a lack of confidence in social situations. Additionally, 
developmental delays can lead to emotional regulation 
difficulties, making it harder for children to cope with stress, 
anger, or disappointment.

Cognitive development: Delays in cognitive development can 
significantly impact a child’s academic performance. Learning 
difficulties may arise as the child struggles with processing 
information, problem-solving, or memory retention. This can 
lead to challenges in both early education settings and later in 
school, where academic expectations become more complex. The 
inability to keep up with peers in cognitive areas such as reading, 
writing, and math may result in a lack of motivation or academic 
self-esteem issues.

Motor skills development: Delays in fine or gross motor skills 
can impact a child’s physical activities and independence. A 
child with delayed motor development might find it difficult to 
perform basic tasks like feeding themselves, dressing, or writing. 
This can also affect their ability to participate in sports or other 
recreational activities, leading to physical and emotional 
challenges.

Speech and language development: Speech delays are among 
the most commonly identified developmental delays. A child 
who struggles with speaking or understanding language may find 
it difficult to communicate effectively, which can lead to 
frustration and behavioral issues. These communication 
challenges may affect both academic performance and 
socialization, as the child may struggle to express their needs or 
understand others.

Adaptive skills: These are important for independent living. 
Delays in this area may make it difficult for children to perform 
tasks that promote self-sufficiency, such as dressing themselves, 
managing personal hygiene, or navigating daily routines. This
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other primary care providers use developmental screening tools 
during well-child visits to assess a child’s progress. These 
screenings can help identify whether a child is meeting the 
expected targets or whether further evaluation is needed.

In addition to structured screening, surveillance plays an 
important role in monitoring a child’s development over time. 
Surveillance involves the ongoing observation and assessment of 
a child’s behavior and skills during routine checkups. By 
consistently evaluating the child’s development, healthcare 
providers can track any signs of delays and take appropriate 
action.

Child developmental delays are complex and multifaceted 
conditions that can significantly impact a child’s growth, 
learning, and overall well-being. While family physicians are 
central to the process of identifying and managing develop- 
mental delays, the support and involvement of families, early 
intervention programs, and schools play an important role in 
helping children achieve their potential.
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can affect the child’s ability to interact appropriately with peers, 
and may require additional assistance at home or school.

Role of family support in addressing developmental
delays

While healthcare providers are central to identifying and 
managing developmental delays, family support plays an equally 
important role. Parents and caregivers are often the most 
consistent and influential factors in a child’s development. Their 
involvement in the child’s daily life provides critical 
opportunities to support and reinforce developmental progress.

Moreover, parents and caregivers often become the primary 
advocates for their child, seeking out additional resources or 
support when needed. This advocacy might involve accessing 
early intervention programs, seeking specialized therapies, or 
working closely with educational professionals to ensure that the 
child receives the support they need.

Importance of screening and surveillance

Routine screening is an important component of identifying 
developmental delays early. Family physicians, pediatricians, and
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