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INTRODUCTION

The first smiles, the first words, the first steps; for most parents, the “as expected” appearance of major developmental milestones during infancy and toddlerhood is a relief, happiness and pride.  Unfortunately, for some mothers and fathers, the “off-schedule” emergence of these achievements produces considerable anxiety, alarm and confusion.  However, while a child “missing the mark” may, indeed, be cause for concern on occasion, in many cases the real problem is simply misunderstanding of what developmental milestones represent.
All children – even genetically identical twins, have their own unique rate and pattern of development during the early years.  Like snowflakes, sunsets and other miracles of nature, no two babies are exactly alike.

Of course, when researchers study infants and toddlers as a group, various norms may be established, but determining average ages for the initial appearance of certain abilities does not mean that the figures represent a distinct and precise timetable.  The standards resulting from such studies are merely statistical concepts; they are not intended to describe something that routinely occurs in the real world.  In fact, if researchers come up with a “typical” rate and pattern of progress based upon 100 children, there is a low likelihood that the development of any one of those children will match every detail of the collective description.

For this reason, pediatricians, psychologists and educators usually do not like to pinpoint the expected appearance of new abilities.  Instead, they prefer to offer reasonable “ranges.”  Nonetheless, when translating research results into lists and charts, considerations of economy and convenience sometimes cause this notion to get lost.  As a result, parents often receive the erroneous impression that the designations of what is “normal” are far more rigid than they actually are.
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What is important to remember is that the established milestones can provide a general picture of development during infancy and toddlerhood, but they cannot provide a precise blueprint for the progress of any particular child.  Although lists and charts tend to describe it in a concise and organized manner, the fact is that early development is never a neat and orderly affair.  While parents may want to compare the progress of their progeny to that of other children and standard norms, they should never forget to appreciate and enjoy the special individuality demonstrated by their own child.

                                                                                              Michael K. Meyerhoff, Ed.D.

                                                                                              William Gladden Foundation
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WHAT PURPOSE DOES A LIST OR CHART OF DEVELOPMENTAL MILESTONES SERVE?
A child’s journey through the initial years of life is important and impressive.  She goes from a docile “baby,” completely dependent upon her parents, to a vigorous “person” possessing a growing collection of physical, intellectual and interpersonal skills.  Meanwhile, her mother and father have a worrisome obligation to monitor her progress, as well as a wonderful opportunity to applaud her accomplishments.  Consequently, most parents (especially first-timers) find that a list or chart of significant developmental milestones comes in quite handy, letting them know what typically happens when, with regard to their child’s constantly changing behavior and every-expanding abilities.

ARE MOST LISTS AND CHARTS REASONABLY ACCURATE?
Lists and charts prepared by reputable professionals probably are reasonably “accurate,” but this does not necessarily mean they will be “appropriate.”  Predicting behavioral changes and the emergence of new abilities is not an exact science; and providing a description of individual development based on group data is a tricky task.  Therefore, a competent list or chart can be comforting and convenient.  However, parents must realize that without some knowledge concerning the problems inherent in mapping out developmental milestones, even the best list or chart can be misleading as well.
HOW ARE DEVELOPMENTAL MILESTONES TYPICALLY MISREPRESENTED IN LISTS AND CHARTS?

Many lists and charts are designed to depict only the “average age” for the appearance of a given milestone.  This merely refers to the chronological point at which about half of all children achieve the milestone in question and about half still have not.  Unfortunately, this reveals nothing about the nature of deviations from the average.  Most pediatricians, psychologists and educators prefer to talk in terms of “normal range.”  This is the entire period during which a child can achieve the milestones and still be “on schedule.”

IS A “NORMAL RANGE” THE SAME AS AN “AVERAGE RANGE?”

NO, and the difference is significant.  Average range is calculated according to mathematical principles, whereas normal range reflects purely developmental considerations.  Thus, the average range would be the period during which an arbitrary percentage (90%, for example) of all children achieves a particular milestone.  However, the fact that a child achieves the milestone earlier or later than most other children does not necessarily have important implications for her long-term development.  The normal range, on the other hand, may include several weeks or months before and beyond the average age, and if the child happens to achieve the milestone sometime during these additional periods, she may be somewhat unusual.  There is no reason, though, to expect that her overall progress will eventually turn out to be truly remarkable in any way.
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ARE NORMAL RANGES FAIRLY REGULAR AND CONSISTENT?
NO, in fact, they are highly irregular and extremely inconsistent.  Some normal ranges are relatively narrow, while others are quite wide.  Such differences often exist even for specific milestones within the same general area of development.  Furthermore, the average age rarely falls precisely on the middle of the normal range.  In some cases, it is slightly toward the low end; in others, it is very close to the high end.  In other words, since they represent a much more meaningful concept, normal ranges are not nearly as neat and orderly as average ages.

HOW DO PARENTS TYPICALLY MISUSE DEVELOPMENTAL MILESTONES?

Even if they can appreciate the notion of normal ranges intellectually, many parents have difficulty accepting the concept emotionally.  If their child does not exhibit a particular ability at the average age indicated on a properly prepared list or chart, they may be able to deal with the discrepancy.  If she does not do it by the time the children of their friends and relatives have done it, however, they cannot help feeling that something is wrong.  Unfortunately, insensitive comments such as, “Your Jennifer isn’t walking yet?  My Jason was born a week before her, and he’s been walking for a month!” are impossible to avoid and very hard to ignore or dismiss – as unfair and inappropriate as they may be.

WHY ARE SOME PARENTS SO INCLINED TO PURSUE INAPPROPRIATE COMPARISONS?

The problem appears to be the tendency to view comparisons as competition.  People seem to have trouble acknowledging that “different” does not automatically imply “better” or “worse” and that “equal” does not necessarily mean “identical.”  Parents must remember that development is a process, not a race.  In the long run, most children end up in about the same place at about the same time, even though they may take separate routes and proceed at varying paces.  Therefore, it usually is meaningless to refer to a child’s progress at any point as “advanced” or “slow” just because she reaches one or another milestone earlier or later than a neighbor, cousin or sibling.
IS IT REALLY TRUE THAT “EARLIER” IS NOT ALWAYS “BETTER?”

YES, the emergence of speech is perhaps the best example of this.  No one knows what prompts a baby to begin speaking, and no one knows how to accelerate the acquisition of this skill.  Yet one couple will boast that their child said her first word at seven or eight months, while another couple will lament that their child has yet to say anything at 17 or 18 months.  The fact is that despite the apparently large discrepancy, neither child has demonstrated anything unusual.  In addition, it is still a safe bet that both children will be using complex phrases and complete sentences shortly after the second birthday – and there is even a chance that the latter child will start doing so before the former.
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HOW CAN EVEN AN INDIVIDUAL CHILD’S ACHIEMENT OF VARIOUS MILESTONES BE MISINTERPRETED?
Parents should be aware of their inclination to make inappropriate judgments based on comparisons between different aspects of their child’s development.  For example, if an infant is “early” with the first smiles and “late” with the first steps, her parents may think of her as very “social” but not very “physical.”  However, both the rate and pattern of individual development are rather irregular, so this is not likely to be accurate as a lasting characterization; and to the extent that it shapes parent/child interactions and parental expectations, it can lead to potentially detrimental practices and disappointments.

WHEN SHOULD PARENTS WORRY ABOUT A MISSED MILESTONE?

The primary purpose for mapping out developmental milestones is to help determine when something is amiss, and the closer a child gets to the upper end of the normal range, the better advised her parents would be to get professional input.  However, because their love for their baby is so intense and their concern for her well-being is so overwhelming, most parents are quick to panic at the first sign of trouble.  While this is understandable, it is usually unwarranted.  Consequently, for the sake of their own sanity, parents should learn more about the underlying developmental process involved before they worry too much about the non-appearance of a particular milestone.

IN WHAT WAYS DO VARIOUS MILESTONES DIFFER IN DEVELOPMENTAL SIGNIFICANCE?

The normal range for the emergence of expressive language (when a child first says words) is huge – from six to 24 months.  Conversely, the normal range for the emergence of receptive language (when she first understands words) is narrow – from six to eight months at most.  Therefore, if their child is approaching her first birthday and has not yet started speaking, there probably is no reason for parents to fear that she is in imminent danger of experiencing serious problems.  However, if she is not responding to her name or simple instructions (such as “wave bye-bye”), she may be suffering from mild to moderate hearing loss, and she should be examined by a pediatrician so that an undetected congenital dysfunction or persistent ear infection will not cause further delays.
SHOULD PARENTS BE CONCERNED ABOUT A MISSED MILESTONE?

While the immediate appearance of a particular ability is rarely essential, the eventual appearance of the first words, the first steps and other such achievements are crucial.  However, various “intermediary” and “behavioral” milestones may be missed entirely without any problems whatsoever.  For instance, some infants skip crawling and go right to walking; and although the majority of babies show some “stranger anxiety” during the second half of the first year, others never demonstrate any such discomfort.  Despite the efforts of researchers to tie these unusual lapses to various problems later on, there is no solid evidence that they are disadvantageous (or advantageous) in any way.
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HOW CAN PARENTS EMPLOY DEVELOPMENTAL MILESTONES MORE CONSTRUCTIVELY?
In addition to alerting parents and professionals to potential problems, developmental milestones help mothers and fathers plan appropriate childrearing strategies.  After all, parents are not idle observers with regard to their child’s growth – they are active partners.  Therefore, mothers and fathers should not only note each achievement as it passes by, but pay careful attention to those that might be coming along as well.

WHY IS PARENTAL ANTICIPATION SO IMPORTANT?

Perhaps the best examples of this point concern the need to anticipate the emergence of new physical abilities, to insure the safety of an infant or toddler.  While a delicate mobile may be nice for a newborn, replace it with a sturdy crib gym before she starts grabbing nearby objects at around three months.  Then, remove the crib gym before she starts to sit up by herself at around five-and-half months.  Although most children do not start crawling and climbing until they are well into the second half of the first year, parents should remove anything in the house that could harm her (or that she could harm) long before that point in case she decides to pull off an early surprise.

IS THERE ANYTHING PARENTS SHOULD BE CAREFUL ABOUT WHEN ANTICIPATING?

The significance of certain milestones may be easily inflated or misinterpreted with potentially detrimental consequences.  For instance, while most children do not achieve the capacity to roll over until four months or more, even a newborn can propel herself a short distance by digging in her heels and thrusting her legs.  Thus, it is never wise to leave a baby unattended on a changing table.  Furthermore, while most infants do not understand their first words until six or eight months, and most do not start speaking until much later, experts universally recommend enhancing long-term language development by talking a lot to a baby beginning at birth.
WHAT ELSE SHOULD PARENTS KEEP IN MIND WHEN ANTICIPATING VARIOUS MILESTONES?

Some milestones in one area of development may play key roles in promoting optimal progress in others.  For example, with regard to the emergence of physical abilities, anticipating and safety proofing accordingly is only one part of the game.  For a child to develop healthy self-esteem and pride in achievement, greet her first successful episodes of pulling to stand, walking, climbing, etc. with enthusiasm.  Therefore, preparing the house for the appearance of these accomplishments is not enough.  They also must plan to be present when such significant events actually happen.

-8-
HOW CAN KNOWLEDGE OF DEVELOPMENTAL MILESTONES HELP MAKE THE PARENTING PROCESS MORE PLEASANT AND PRODUCTIVE?
Anticipating the appearance of certain behavioral milestones can help parents maintain their own mental health.  For example, knowing that most babies become “sociable” (responding enthusiastically to tickling, teasing and other interpersonal activities) at about three or four months makes the last weeks of tending to a largely “unresponsive” newborn seem less tedious.  Similarly, know that most babies begin to sleep through the night by the end of the first half-year alleviates some of the feelings of hopelessness that occur at 3 AM during the initial months.

DO CERTAIN GROUPS OF CHILDREN ROUTINELY DISPLAY NON-TYPICAL DEVELOPMENTAL RATES AND PATTERNS?

All children have their own unique rate and pattern of development.  Some groups of children go through the milestones in a distinctly different fashion than what a list or chart may depict.  For example, first-borns routinely tend to be “early” while children born later routinely tend to be “late” with regard to initial achievements in language development.  Nevertheless, there always are abundant exceptions, and everyone and everything begins to even out as the months go by.
DO NORMAL RANGES GENERALLY EXPAND, AS CHILDREN GET OLDER?

For the most part, later milestones tend to have wider normal ranges than earlier ones do.  Unfortunately, many children continue to suffer unfairly from rigid expectations and inappropriate comparisons throughout early childhood.  A good example is “reading readiness.”  The average age at which children can cope well with learning to read is about six year, which is why that is the traditional starting point for formal schooling.  However, there are children who are developmentally ready for reading as early as three or four, and others who are not ready until as late as eight or nine.  There is no valid, educational reason to assume that those in either group are “special” in any way or that there is a direct relation to their eventual capacity to become superb students.
HOW CAN PARENTS PROTECT THEIR CHILD FROM UNFAIR EXPECTATIONS AND INAPPROPRIATE COMPARISONS?

Because it is more convenient to deal in average ages than normal ranges, society tends to use chronological cut-offs more often than developmental considerations.  Parents can see to it that their child’s individuality is respected during the critical years of infancy and toddlerhood.  They should strive to approach everything from weaning to toilet training with a primary focus on their child’s own unique rate and pattern of development instead of an elaborate chart or the performance of other children.  As a result, they will do less fretting and have more fun, and their child will reap the benefits of custom-made childrearing strategies based on realistic and meaningful criteria.
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HOW DEVELOPMENTAL MILESTONES ARE
TYPICALLY PRESENTED

Many people have difficulty making sense of developmental milestones because they are not aware of the distortions that are bound to occur when pediatricians, psychologists, educators and other specialists attempt to reduce the human growth process to statistical concepts.  Once they understand the terminology and limitations ordinarily found in lists and charts, mothers and father can use the information to good advantage.  The following is an example and explanation of how developmental milestones are typically presented.

EXAMPLE:
APPEARANCE OF THE FIRST SPOKEN WORDS

Birth

3 Months

6 Months===============================================
9 Months=================================
                                                Average                      Average                  Normal
12 Months============== Age                            Range                    Range
15 Months================================
18 Months

21 Months

24 Months==============================================
27 Months

30 Months

AVERAGE AGE – This is a basic statistical concept that can be very misleading when used in charts or lists of developmental milestones.  The average age for a particular milestone is simply the chronological point at which approximately half of all children have achieved that milestone and half have not.  It implies absolutely nothing about deviations from that point.  For example, just because the “average height” of adult American males is 5’9” does not mean there is anything “unusual” about someone who is 5’8” or someone who is 5’10”.
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AVERAGE RANGE – This is also a statistical concept that reveals relatively little about real developmental concerns.  The average range for a particular milestone is merely the point during which some arbitrary percentage of all children achieves this milestone (90%, for example).  While deviations from the average range are likely to be more worrisome than deviations from the average age, especially if the arbitrary percentage chosen is high, they are not necessarily so.  For instance, 90% of all adult American males are between 5’6” and 6’0” in height, but one still would not consider someone 5’5” or even 5’3” to be a midget or someone 6’1” or even 6’2” a giant.

NORMAL RANGE – This is a strictly developmental concept, and the one about which mothers and fathers should be most concerned.  The normal range for a particular milestone is the entire period during which a child can achieve that milestone and still be “on schedule.”  Because normal ranges are more meaningful than mathematical, they can be of vastly different sizes for different milestones, and they tend to be highly irregular in shape.  For instance, the normal range for a particular milestone may begin only one month before the average age, yet extend many months beyond it.
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PRICIPLES TO REMEMBER

WHEN NOTING DEVELOPMENTAL MILESTONES

A child’s journey through the first years of life is an important and impressive trip, and mothers and fathers have a worrisome obligation to monitor their child’s progress as well as a wonderful opportunity to applaud their child’s accomplishments.  Consequently, a list or chart of developmental milestones can be quite useful, letting them know what typically happens when, with regard to their child’s ever-changing behavior and ever-expanding abilities.  However, to ensure that a list or chart enhances rather than complicates the parenting process, mothers and father should remember the following principles when noting developmental milestones.

· MILESTONES PRESENT A GENERAL PICTURE, NOT A PRECISE BLUEPRINT – Every child has a unique rate and pattern of development.  Since the basis of a list or chart of significant milestones is group data, it represents a rate and pattern that rarely occurs in the real world.  Parents should never expect their child to hit each or every one right on the mark.
· DO NOT PANIC WHEN A MILESTONE IS MISSED – The closer their child gets to the end of a normal range, and certainly the farther the child goes beyond the normal range, the more mothers and fathers should be concerned and consider and seek professional assistance.  However, they should remember that development is never a neat and orderly affair.  Unless the child is going beyond normal ranges routinely, there probably is not a serious problem.

· REMEMBER THAT SOME MILESTONES MAY BE MISSED COMPLETELY – Some milestones such as the child’s first words and first steps are obviously critical.  However, others such as crawling or “stranger anxiety” may never appear, and their non-appearance is no cause for alarm.  Parents therefore should become familiar with the developmental implications underlying various milestones before concluding that their child is in trouble.

· USE MILESTONES TO ANTICIPATE AS WELL AS MONITOR – Noting the appearance or non-appearance of significant milestones can help parents determine when something might be wrong.  On the other hand, being alert for upcoming developments also allows parents to be prepared to handle their child’s behaviors and abilities in the most beneficial manner.

· NEVER USE MILESTONES TO COMPARE CHILDREN – Parents must avoid making erroneous assumptions regarding “early” or “late” appearances.  As long as a child achieves a milestone within the normal range, comparing that child’s progress to the progress of another child, even a sibling, is both meaningless and unfair.  As far as development is concerned, “different” does not imply “better” or “worse” and “equal” does not mean “the same.” 
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NORMAL RANGES FOR MAJOR MILESTONES
IN PHYSICAL DEVELOPMENT

Parents tend to place too much emphasis on events such as the appearance of their child’s first steps.  While mothers and fathers should learn to relax a little in this regard, they also should be prepared to vigorously applaud and enthusiastically praise their child’s successive accomplishments, as this will help to nurture strong self-esteem and healthy pride in achievement.  The following are normal ranges for some major milestones in early physical development.  REMEMBER: CHILDREN VARY GREATLY IN THEIR RATES AND PATTERNS OF DEVELOPMENT.  THESE AGE RANGES ARE GENERAL GUIDELINES, NOT ABSOLUTE REQUIREMENTS.
· LIFTS HEAD – Birth to 1 ½ months

· PLACES HANDS TOGETHER – 1 ½ months to 3 ½ months

· SWIPES AT NEARBY OBJECTS – 2 to 4 months

· ROLLS OVER – 2 to 5 months

· REACHES FOR OBJECTS – 3 to 5 months

· SITS UNAIDED – 4 ½ to 7 ½ months

· PASSES OBJECTS FROM HAND TO HAND – 4 ½ to 7 ½ months

· CRAWLS – 5 to 11 months

· PULLS TO STAND – 5 to 10 months

· THUMB-FINGER GRASP – 7 to 10 ½ months

· CRUISES (walks while holding onto support) – 7 to 13 months

· WALKS – 10 to 16 months

· CLIMBS UP STAIRS – 10 to 22 months

· CLIMBS DOWN STAIRS – 12 to 24 months

· “RIDES” SMALL FOUR-WHEELED WAGONS – 16 to 24 months

· JUMPS – 20 to 36 months

· TWISTS DOORKNOBS AND UNSCREWS CAPS – 20 to 36 months

· PEDALS TRICYCLE – 22 to 36 months
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NORMAL RANGES FOR MAJOR MILESTONES IN
LANGUAGE AND INTELLECTUAL DEVELOPMENT

The development of language and intellectual capacities closely intertwine during infancy and toddlerhood.  Again, as long as mothers and fathers are reasonably alert and attentive, there generally is not much to worry about with regard to the optimal progress of most children.  However, parents will find that keeping track of their child’s accomplishments in these areas can be fascinating and fun.  The following are the normal ranges for some major milestones in early language and intellectual development.   REMEMBER: CHILDREN VARY GREATLY IN THEIR RATES AND PATTERNS OF DEVELOPMENT.  THESE AGE RANGES ARE GENERAL GUIDELINES, NOT ABSOLUTE REQUIREMENTS.
· STARTLES TO SHARP NOISES – Birth to 3 months

· PLAYS WITH SALIVA SOUNDS – 1 to 3 months

· TURNS ACCURATELY TO SOURCES OF SOUNDS – 3 to 5 months

· IMITATES SPEECH SOUNDS – 4 to 8 months

· SHOWS UNDERSTANDING OF ONE OR TWO WORDS – 6 to 8 months

· CAPABLE OF FORMING MENTAL IMAGES – 6 to 9 months

· SAYS ONE OR TWO WORDS – 7 to 24 months

· SHOWS BASIC UNDERSTANDING OF CAUSE AND EFFECT – 8 to 12 months

· UNDERSTANDS SIMPLE INSTRUCTIONS – 8 to 12 months

· USES TWO WORDS TOGETHER – 14 to 16 months

· USES PLURALS – 18 to 36 months

· ACCURATELY IMITATES MOST ADULT SPEECH – 18 to 36 months

· SAYS OWN NAME – 18 to 30 months

· REGULARLY USES REPRESENTATIONAL THOUGHT (“True Thinking”) – 18 to 30 months

· SPEAKS IN COMPLETE SENTENCES – 24 to 36 months

· USES PRESENT AND PAST TENSE OF VERBS – 24 to 36 months

· DEMONSTRATES IMAGINATION AND CREATIVITY – 24 to 36 months

-14-

NORMAL RANGES FOR MAJOR MILESTONES IN
SOCIALIZATION AND SOCIAL SKILL DEVELOPMENT

During infancy and toddlerhood, children develop various abilities that enable them to deal effectively and function comfortably with people.  Some of these come along naturally, others require teaching.  Once more, most children progress pretty much “on schedule” without their parents having to invest enormous amounts of time and energy in the process.  However, knowing what typically happens and when can make interacting with and instructing their child considerably more pleasant and productive.  The following are the normal ranges for some major milestones in early socialization and social skill development.  REMEMBER: CHILDREN VARY GREATLY IN THEIR RATES AND PATTERNS OF DEVELOPMENT.  THESE AGE RANGES ARE GENERAL GUIDELINES, NOT ABSOLUTE REQUIREMENTS.
· FIRST SMILES – 1 to 3 months

· RESPONDS TO TICKLING - 2 to 4 months

· SHOWS PREFERENCE FOR VOICE AND TOUCH OF PRIMARY CARETAKER – 3 to 8 months

· CRIES TO GET COMPANY AS WELL AS IN RESPONSE TO STRESS – 4 to 8 months

· PLAYS PEEK-A-BOO – 6 to 10 months

· MAY SHOW SOME “STRANGER ANXIETY” – 7 to 13 months

· DRINKS FROM CUP – 10 to 17 months

· IMITATES ADULT ACTIVITIES – 12 to 20 months

· USES SPOON – 13 to 24 months

· EXHIBITS “NEGATIVISM” (Regularly Refuses, Requests, Ignores Instructions, Violates Restrictions, etc.) – 16 to 26 months

· PLAYS TAG – 20 to 36 months

· PUTS ON CLOTHES – 20 to 36 months

· SHOWS INTEREST IN PLAYING WITH PEERS – 22 to 36 months

· PLAYS ALONG WELL FOR SUSTAINED PERIODS – 22 to 36 months

· BUTTONS OR ZIPS UP CLOTHES – 30 to 48 months

· SHOWS INTEREST IN TOILET TRAINING – 30 to 48 months
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SOURCES OF HELP AND INFORMATION
Lists or charts of developmental milestones can be enormously useful tools for mothers and fathers.  Used properly, these devices can help them plan and conduct the parenting process more effectively and efficiently.  However, unless mothers and fathers truly comprehend what developmental milestones are all about, employing these lists or charts may be more problematic than beneficial.  The following are local professionals and national agencies to contact for information or assistance.

LOCAL PROFESSIONALS 

PEDIATRICIAN – Medical professionals can help parents recognize and understand important milestones in physical development, and assist them in coping with any discrepancies their child displays.

Telephone #

CHILD PSYCHOLOGIST – Mental health professionals can help parents in interpreting the significance of milestones related to their child’s emotional and behavioral progress.

Telephone #

EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATOR – Teachers at a local daycare center or preschool can assist mothers and father in gaining an awareness and appreciation of milestones in the areas of intellectual, linguistic and social growth.

Telephone #

NATIONAL AGENCIES

American Academy of Pediatrics

www.aap.org
Zero to Three
www.zerotothree.org
National Association for the Education of Young Children

www.naeyc.org
National Network for Child Care
www.nncc.org
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