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W
e know that early identification of chil-
dren with developmental delays or dis-
abilities helps to ensure timely interven-
tions and improve outcomes. The longitu-

dinal process of developmental surveillance involves 
eliciting concerns, taking a developmental history based 
on milestone attainment, observing milestones and 
other behaviors, examining the child, and applying clin-
ical judgment during health supervision visits (Zubler et 
al., 2022). 

The process of developmental surveillance is family- 
centered to promote conversations and trusting rela-
tionships wherein families can express concerns (Foy et 
al., 2019). To help assist in this process, in 2004, the 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) Learn 
the Signs. Act Early. program developed free developmen-
tal surveillance milestone checklists that included devel-
opmental warning signs for parents, pediatricians, and 
early childhood professionals with the message to act 
early by addressing concerns. 

In 2019, at the request of the CDC, the American 
Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) convened a group of ex -
perts to revise several developmental milestone check-
lists, which used 50th percentile, or average-age, mile-
stones. This approach meant that only half of children 
could be expected to achieve that milestone by that age. 
Clinicians reported that following the guidelines was 
often not helpful to families who had concerns about 
their child’s development. Clinicians and families some-
times chose a wait-and-see approach, leading to a delay 
in diagnosis. 

The CDC and AAP released the revised developmen-
tal milestones in the Learn the Signs. Act Early. program 
on February 8, 2022. To achieve this goal, the AAP work-
ing group created a database of normative data for indi-
vidual milestones, common screening and evaluation 
tools, and published clinical opinion. Applying criteria 
established by the group and adding milestones for  
15- and 30-month health supervision visits resulted in a 
26.4% reduction and 40.9% replacement of previous 
CDC milestones. According to Zubler and colleagues 
(2022): 

 
One third of the retained milestones were trans-
ferred to different ages; 67.7% of those transferred 
were moved to older ages. Approximately 80% of 

the final milestones had normative data from ≥1 
sources. Social-emotional and cognitive milestones 
had the least normative data. These criteria and 
revised checklists can be used to support develop-
mental surveillance, clinical judgment regarding 
additional developmental screening, and research 
in developmental surveillance processes. Gaps in 
developmental data were identified particularly for 
social-emotional and cognitive milestones. (para. 1) 
  
The revised developmental milestones, written in a 

family-friendly language, identify behaviors that 75% or 
more of children can be expected to exhibit at a certain 
age based on data, developmental resources, and clini-
cian experience (Zubler et al., 2022). Highlights of 
changes to the guidance include the following 
(Schering, 2011): 
• Adding checklists for ages 15 and 30 months; now 

there is a checklist for every well-child visit from 2 
months to 5 years. 

• Identifying additional social and emotional mile-
stones (e.g., smiles on their own to get your attention, 
age 4 months). 

• Removing vague language like “may” or “begins” 
when referring to certain milestones. 

• Removing duplicate milestones. 
• Providing new, open-ended questions to use in dis-

cussion with families (e.g., “Is there anything your 
child does or does not do that concerns you?”). 

• Revising and expanding tips and activities for devel-
opmental promotion and early relational health. 
Milestones listed are those that are easily observed in 

natural settings. The CDC asked parents and caregivers of 
different educational backgrounds, income levels, and 
racial groups to review the revised milestones to deter-
mine how easy they were to understand and follow.  

Figure 1 contains resources for parents and caregivers 
to learn more about developmental milestones and 
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assessing developmental delays. Paul H. Lipkin, MD, 
FAAP, a member of the AAP Section on Developmental 
and Behavioral Pediatrics and Council on Children with 
Disabilities, and clinician at Kennedy Krieger Institute’s 
Center for Development and Learning, reminds us that 
the earlier a child is identified with a developmental 
delay, the sooner treatment and learning interventions 
can begin. At the same time, he added the group did not 
want to cause unnecessary confusion for families or pro-
fessionals, and revising the guidelines with expertise and 
data from clinicians in the field accomplished these 
goals. 

Lipkin made another important point: Reviewing 
with parents their child’s development using these mile-
stones also opens up a continuous dialogue between a 
parent and the health care provider about their child’s 
present and future development. 

And isn’t this continuous dialogue what family- 
centered care is all about?  
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Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
Learn the Signs. Act Early. 

https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/actearly/index.html?CDC_A
A_refVal=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cdc.gov%2Factearly%

2Findex.html 
 

Healthychildren.org 
Assessing Developmental Delays 

https://www.healthychildren.org/English/ages-stages 
/toddler/Pages/Assessing-Developmental-Delays.aspx

Figure 1. 
Resources for Developmental Surveillance
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