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HEALTH BASICS

Preschooler development

Preschooler development is how children ages 3 to 5 build movement, language, thinking,

social, and self-care skills.

WHAT IT IS

Growth of movement, language, thinking, play, and independence before school

WHERE IT COMES UP

Routine check-ups, preschool, childcare, and family observations

WHY IT MATTERS

Shows strengths and where extra support may help

WHAT IT IS NOT

Not a disease or diagnosis

WHO TO ASK

Pediatrician, family clinician, health visitor, or developmental service

HOW IT IS CHECKED

History, observation, milestone review, and standardized screening tools

Overview

Preschooler development describes how children usually gain skills between about ages 3 and

5. The exact preschool years differ by country and school system.

Development includes more than height and physical growth. It also covers how a child moves,

communicates, learns, plays, manages feelings, relates to other people, and handles everyday

tasks.

Developmental milestones are skills that many children can do by a certain age. Examples

include speaking in longer sentences, joining other children in play, drawing simple shapes,

dressing with some help, or catching a large ball.

Milestones are guides, not tests or deadlines. Children may develop quickly in one area and

more slowly in another. A single missed milestone does not establish that something is wrong.

Family culture, languages, temperament, health, learning opportunities, and previous

experiences can affect how skills appear. These differences should be considered when

someone reviews a child's development.
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How it works

Development comes from the interaction between a child's brain, body, relationships, and

surroundings. Brain connections strengthen as children move, play, communicate, solve

problems, and receive responsive care.

Preschool development is often grouped into several connected areas:

Progress in one area can support another. For example, stronger language skills may help a

child join games and manage frustration. Physical play can support coordination, confidence,

and social learning.

Young children often repeat skills before they become reliable. A child might manage a task at

home but not in a busy preschool room. Tiredness, illness, stress, or an unfamiliar setting can

also change what a child shows on a particular day.

Children raised with more than one language may use each language with different people or in

different settings. Learning multiple languages does not cause a language disorder. Their

communication should be considered across all the languages they use.

- Physical skills: running, climbing, using stairs, drawing, and handling small objects

- Language and communication: understanding words, speaking, telling simple stories, and
taking turns in conversation

- Thinking and learning: remembering, pretending, sorting objects, counting, and solving
simple problems

- Social and emotional skills: playing with others, expressing feelings, following routines,
and gaining self-control

- Daily living skills: eating, dressing, washing hands, and using the toilet with increasing
independence

Why it matters for your health

Following development helps families and professionals notice a child's strengths and identify

areas where support may be useful. It can also show whether hearing, vision, sleep, health, or

the learning environment may be affecting daily activities.

Development is reviewed over time rather than judged from one observation. At routine health

visits, a clinician may ask what your child can do, listen to your concerns, and observe

movement, communication, and interaction.

A developmental screening tool is a structured questionnaire or activity used to identify

children who may need a closer assessment. Screening does not provide a diagnosis. A full
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developmental evaluation looks in more detail at the child's abilities and needs.

Early support can help a child take part in communication, play, learning, and family life.

Support does not require waiting until a child starts school or receives a specific diagnosis.

What can go wrong

A child may develop later than expected in one area or across several areas. This is called a

developmental delay . The term describes a pattern of skills; it does not explain the cause by

itself.

Developmental concerns can relate to several conditions or situations, including:

Sometimes no single cause is found. A child's development is not a measure of parenting

quality, and needing support is not a failure by the child or family.

Developmental regression means losing a skill that the child previously used consistently.

Examples include stopping spoken words, losing hand skills, or becoming unable to walk as

before. Arrange a prompt medical assessment if you notice a loss of skills, even if it happened

gradually.

Developmental differences are usually discussed at a routine or promptly arranged

appointment rather than in an emergency department. Seek urgent or emergency help if skill

loss is sudden or occurs with a seizure, new weakness, facial drooping, severe breathing

difficulty, a serious head injury, or unusual difficulty waking. These signs may point to an acute

medical problem rather than a developmental difference.

- Hearing loss or reduced vision

- Speech sound disorder or language disorder

- Autism or other differences in social communication

- Motor conditions that affect movement and coordination

- Intellectual disability or broader learning difficulties

- Sleep problems, long-term illness, or nutritional problems

- Exposure to lead or other substances that can affect the nervous system

- Major stress, trauma, or limited access to responsive care and learning

What you can do
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You know how your child behaves across ordinary days and settings. If something concerns

you, record specific examples rather than relying on a general impression. Note the skill, when

you first noticed the issue, and whether it happens at home, preschool, or both.

You can ask preschool or childcare staff what they observe. Useful questions include whether

your child understands instructions, communicates needs, plays with other children, uses their

hands comfortably, and manages daily routines.

Bring your observations to a pediatrician, family clinician, health visitor, or other child health

service. You can ask:

A hearing test may be appropriate when speech or language is a concern, even if your child

seems to hear some sounds. Vision testing can identify difficulties that are not obvious during

daily life.

A more detailed evaluation may involve a speech-language pathologist, occupational therapist,

physical therapist, psychologist, developmental pediatrician, or education service. The

professionals involved depend on the skills being assessed.

At home, make space for conversation, shared reading, pretend play, drawing, outdoor

movement, and simple household tasks. Follow your child's interests and give them time to

respond. These activities support practice, but they do not replace assessment when there is a

concern.

Milestone apps and checklists can help you organize observations. They cannot confirm or rule

out a developmental condition. There is no home test, supplement, or single activity that can

measure overall development.

- Is this skill within the expected range for my child's age?

- Would a standardized developmental screening tool be useful?

- Should hearing and vision be checked?

- Is a speech, movement, learning, or developmental assessment appropriate?

- Can we access early childhood or school-based support before a diagnosis?

Common questions

Does every preschooler reach milestones at the same age?

No. There is a normal range, and development is often uneven. The overall pattern and

progress over time are more informative than one isolated skill.

Is being shy a developmental problem?
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Not by itself. Temperament affects how a child behaves in unfamiliar settings. Mention it at a

routine visit if shyness consistently prevents communication, play, learning, or participation in

everyday activities.

Does using two languages delay speech?

Using more than one language does not cause a language disorder. A multilingual child may

divide words between languages. If there is a true language difficulty, it usually affects

communication across the child's languages, although it may look different in each one.

What if preschool staff and family members see different things?

This is common. Noise, routines, group size, language, and familiarity can affect behavior.

Record examples from each setting and share them during an assessment.

Should I wait and see?

Brief observation may be reasonable for a minor concern when a child is continuing to gain

skills. You do not need to wait if you remain concerned, several areas seem affected, or a skill

has been lost. Asking for screening or evaluation does not mean that a diagnosis will follow.

Is school readiness the same as knowing letters and numbers?

No. Early academic skills are only one part. Communication, curiosity, movement, play,

self-care, emotional regulation, and the ability to take part in routines also support the

transition to school.

Sources

- Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Developmental Milestones . Learn the Signs.
Act Early.

- Lipkin PH, Macias MM, Council on Children With Disabilities, Section on Developmental
and Behavioral Pediatrics. Promoting Optimal Development: Identifying Infants and
Young Children With Developmental Disorders Through Developmental Surveillance and
Screening . Pediatrics. 2020;145(1):e20193449.

- American Academy of Pediatrics. Bright Futures: Guidelines for Health Supervision of
Infants, Children, and Adolescents . 4th edition. 2017.

- American Speech-Language-Hearing Association. Communication Milestones: 3 to 4
Years and 4 to 5 Years .

General health information from sofidex. Not medical advice, and not a substitute for your own clinician. 5 of 6



sofidex sofidex.com

- World Health Organization, UNICEF, and World Bank Group. Nurturing Care for Early
Childhood Development: A Framework for Helping Children Survive and Thrive to
Transform Health and Human Potential . 2018.

General health information from sofidex. Not medical advice, and not a substitute for your own clinician. 6 of 6


