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HEALTH BASICS

Toddler development

Toddler development is the gradual growth of movement, language, thinking, emotional,

and social skills.

WHAT IT IS

Growth of movement, language, thinking, emotional, and social skills

WHERE IT COMES UP

Everyday play, childcare, health visits, and developmental screening

WHY IT MATTERS

Helps identify strengths and needs for early support

WHAT IT IS NOT

Not a disease or diagnosis

WHO TO ASK

Pediatrician, family clinician, health visitor, or early-years service

HOW IT IS CHECKED

Observation, milestone review, and validated screening questionnaires

Overview

Toddler development describes how young children gain skills. "Toddler" usually means a child

between about 1 and 3 years old, although age boundaries differ.

Development includes several connected areas:

Development is not a disease or a diagnosis. It is also not a race. Children may gain one skill

early and another later. A single milestone rarely gives a complete picture.

A developmental milestone is something most children can do by a certain age. Milestone lists

are guides, not pass-or-fail tests. The US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention defines

its listed milestones as skills that at least 75% of children are expected to show by the stated

age.

- Physical and movement skills , such as walking, climbing, and using a spoon

- Language and communication , including gestures, understanding words, and speaking

- Thinking and learning , such as copying actions and solving simple problems

- Social and emotional skills , including playing near others and seeking comfort
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- Everyday skills , such as helping with dressing or drinking from a cup

How it works

Toddler development reflects both the child's biology and their experiences. The brain,

muscles, senses, relationships, health, sleep, nutrition, and opportunities to explore all

contribute.

Skills often build on earlier skills. For example, pointing can help a toddler share attention with

another person before they use many words. Standing with support usually comes before

independent walking. However, children do not always follow the same exact sequence or

timetable.

Communication is broader than spoken words. A toddler may communicate by looking,

pointing, making sounds, using signs, bringing objects to you, or following a simple request.

Children learning more than one language may divide their words between languages.

Multilingual exposure does not itself cause a language disorder.

Clinicians use three related approaches to follow development:

Screening does not diagnose a condition. A result that raises concern means more information

is needed.

For children born early, clinicians may use a corrected age when interpreting early milestones.

Corrected age accounts for how many weeks early the child was born and is commonly

considered during the first two years.

- Developmental surveillance means discussing progress and concerns over time, while
observing the child and reviewing their history.

- Developmental screening uses a structured, validated questionnaire or tool to identify
children who may need closer assessment.

- Developmental assessment is a more detailed evaluation of particular skills by trained
professionals.

Why it matters for your health

Watching development helps you and your child's care team understand what the child can do,

what interests them, and where support may help.

Regular review matters because development changes quickly during the toddler years. A

concern may become clearer when it is considered across several settings, such as home,
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childcare, and a health visit.

Developmental screening can identify a need for hearing testing, speech and language

assessment, physical therapy, occupational therapy, or a broader developmental evaluation.

Support can often begin before there is a final diagnosis.

In the United States, the American Academy of Pediatrics recommends developmental

surveillance at routine health visits and standardized developmental screening at 9, 18, and 30

months. It also recommends autism-specific screening at 18 and 24 months. Practices differ

by country and health system.

Screening is useful even when no one has raised a concern. It is also appropriate to ask for a

review at any time if you notice a change or are worried about a skill.

What can go wrong

Some toddlers reach skills later than expected. Developmental delay means that a child is

significantly behind expected progress in one or more areas. Global developmental delay

affects several areas, such as movement, language, and learning.

Language differences can be linked to hearing loss, a speech sound disorder, a developmental

language disorder, or broader developmental differences. Movement delays may relate to

muscle, joint, nerve, or brain conditions, including cerebral palsy. Social communication

differences can occur with autism spectrum disorder.

Sometimes development is affected by premature birth, a genetic condition, serious illness,

poor vision, hearing loss, or limited access to responsive care and play. In other cases, no single

cause is immediately clear.

Developmental regression means losing a skill that was previously used consistently.

Examples include no longer using familiar words, losing walking ability, or stopping social

responses that were present before. Regression is different from occasionally refusing a skill

or using it less during a short illness.

Arrange a prompt clinical review if your toddler:

These concerns usually call for timely assessment rather than emergency care. Seek

emergency help for an ongoing seizure, severe breathing difficulty, unresponsiveness, or

sudden weakness. Those are acute medical problems, not ordinary differences in

developmental timing.

- Loses established language, movement, play, or social skills

- Does not respond consistently to sounds or seems to have difficulty seeing
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- Uses one side of the body much less than the other

- Has trouble eating, drinking, or gaining expected skills

- Is not making progress over time

- Causes concern for you or someone who regularly cares for them

What you can do

Pay attention to what your toddler does during ordinary routines. Record specific examples

rather than only writing "late" or "behind." Note the skill, when you first saw it, how often it

happens, and whether it occurs in more than one setting.

Bring your notes and any childcare observations to routine health visits. You can ask:

Share books, songs, conversation, and face-to-face play. Follow your toddler's interests,

respond to their sounds and gestures, and give them time to reply. Safe opportunities to move,

handle objects, and try everyday tasks help them practise skills. Screens should not replace

conversation, active play, or sleep.

Avoid repeatedly testing or pressuring your toddler to perform. A skill seen during a relaxed

activity may be more informative than one requested in an unfamiliar clinic.

Milestone checklists can help organize observations, but they cannot confirm or rule out a

developmental condition. If you remain concerned after reassurance, it is reasonable to ask for

follow-up or another assessment.

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

- Can we complete a validated developmental screening questionnaire?

- Would a hearing or vision check be useful?

- Does my child need a speech, movement, or developmental assessment?

- Can I contact an early-intervention service directly?

Common questions

Does late talking mean a toddler has autism?

No. Late talking has several possible explanations, including normal differences, hearing loss,

or a language disorder. Autism involves a broader pattern of social communication and

behavior. A developmental review and hearing check can help clarify what assessment is
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appropriate.

Should I compare my toddler with other children?

Comparisons may help you notice differences, but children develop at different rates. Look at

your toddler's progress over time and across several areas rather than relying on one

comparison.

Does learning two languages delay development?

Learning more than one language does not cause a language disorder. Count communication

across all languages. If there is a genuine difficulty, it is usually noticeable across the languages

the child uses.

Is a milestone checklist a medical test?

No. It is an observation tool. A validated screening questionnaire is more structured, but it still

does not provide a diagnosis.

What if my toddler misses one listed milestone?

One missed milestone does not explain the cause or establish a disorder. Record what you see

and discuss it at a routine visit. Ask sooner if several skills are affected, progress has stopped,

or a previously used skill has been lost.
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