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Understanding developmental milestones, autism 
and tips for talking with parents

• Kyle K. Lininger, MPA, BCBA

• Arizona’s Act Early Ambassador for the Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention

• Director of Behavioral Interventions at 
Intermountain Centers for Human Development

• I support programs that help children with 
developmental disabilities including a school for 
children on the autism spectrum, DDD services 
and a multidisciplinary assessment team

Who am I?

• Megan M. Wills

• Associate Director, Children and Family Services
at Easter Seals Blake Foundation

• My primary work has been with families of children 
with developmental disabilities

• I currently support several programs with a birth to 
five focus, including the Newborn Intensive Care 
program, Nurse Family Partnership program, Smart 
Support program, and Parents as Teachers program

Who am I?



5/21/2017

2

Thank You to Our Partners

A New Little Person in My Life

My Little Ones Growing Up



5/21/2017

3

• The Act Early Initiative promotes collaboration among early childhood programs in 
states and territories so children with autism or other developmental disabilities can 
be identified early and get the services and support they and their families need.

Why Are We Here?

• 1 in 6 children have a developmental 
problem

• Developmental screening and early 
identification are paramount

• In Arizona, children are diagnosed on 
average at 4.3 years.

• The AAP, recommends diagnosis by age 3.

Developmental Disabilities are Surprisingly Common

• Children with developmental problems are at increased risk for:
– Poor school performance
– Frequent absences from school
– Repeating a grade
– Having more health problems

• The earlier that children get services, the better their 
developmental trajectory

We Do Not Act Early Enough 
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Screening implies the use of a standardized tool to 
identify and refine developmental risk:

AHCCCS approved screening tools are the:
- ASQ-3
- PEDS
- MCHAT

Screening vs. Monitoring

Developmental Monitoring is when a child's growth and development are 
con nuously followed―or monitored―through a partnership between 
parents and professionals.

Learn the Signs. Act Early. materials are designed 
for monitoring purposes.

Screening vs. Monitoring

• LTSAE materials enhance parent-engaged developmental 
monitoring and have been shown to change parent behavior.  
– Over 90% of families said that LTSAE materials encouraged 

them to take action if they ever had a concern about 
development

– LTSAE made them more likely to contact their child's doctor if 
they had a concern

– LTSAE made them more likely to contact early intervention 
services if they had a concern

Key Lessons
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• Understanding and tracking milestones are 
important parts of your job

• CDC has free resources to help
• Involve parents in tracking development  

Key Lessons

• Discuss and practice identifying features of typical development and the
importance of tracking milestones

• Define and identify early autism risk behaviors in children
• Develop skills to encourage parents to seek out developmental screening when

you have concerns

Overview for Today

• Nature – Genetics, Biology

• Nurture – Environment, 
Trauma, Neglect, Exposure, 
Culture  

What Factor Affect Development?

All children develop at their own pace. Some will reach 
milestones slightly late or early.
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• Milestones are things most children can do by a certain age
– How a child plays, learns, speaks, acts, and moves

• You see these every day
• They offer important clues about each child’s developmental health
• Parents may need guidance in recognizing them

Developmental Milestones  

All children develop at their own pace. Some will reach 
milestones slightly late or early.

• Developed by CDC’s “Learn the 
Signs. Act Early.” program

• Free, easy to use
• Available in English and Spanish
• A variety of options

Free Milestone Tracking Tools

Milestone Checklists

• Checklists for ages 2 
months through 5 years

• Milestones across 4 areas 
of development

• Help identify causes for 
celebration or concern
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Milestone Checklists:  How to Use

Throughout the year, pay attention 
to how each child is meeting 
milestones and mark the checklist 
accordingly.

Milestone Checklists: How to Use

Milestone Moments Booklet
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• Everyday use: 
– Give each family a copy of the booklet
– Review milestones and development tips with each family regularly
– Discuss red flags if necessary
– Use the booklet as a reference

• Printing options:
– Find a local printer for printing
– Print directly from website using a desktop printer

Milestone Moments Booklet…

CDC Act Early Website @ 
www.cdc.gov/actearly

• Discuss and practice identifying features of typical development and the
importance of tracking milestones

• Define and identify early autism risk behaviors in children
• Develop skills to encourage parents to seek out developmental screening when

you have concerns

Overview for Today
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Awareness Test

• Social and Emotional

• Language and Communication

• Cognitive (Learning, thinking, 
problem-solving)

• Physical

Key Developmental Milestone - Categories

Key Developmental Milestones - Categories
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Key Developmental Milestones - Categories

Key Developmental Milestones - Categories

Key Developmental Milestones - Categories
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• Not reaching those by a certain age is a 
developmental warning sign or red flag

• Children who don’t reach milestones 
may need extra support and services 
to reach their full potential

• Keep in mind that developmental 
progress is not always steady

Some Milestones are Especially Important

• Plays games such as “peak-a-boo” 
or patty cake

• Repeats sounds or actions to get 
attention

• Cries when mom or dad leaves

• Responds to simple requests
• Uses gestures, like shaking head “no” 

or waving “bye-bye”
• Says “mama” and “dada” 

Key Developmental Milestones
12 Months

Social and Emotional Language/Communication

• Copies gestures (Imitates)
• Puts things in a container and takes it 

out
• Starts using things correctly; drinks 

from a cup, brushes hair

• Gets to sitting position without help
• Pulls up to stand
• May stand alone
• Crawls

Key Developmental Milestones
12 Months

Cognitive Physical
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Red Flags for 1 Year

Warning Signs of Possible 
Developmental Delay:

• Doesn’t point to things 
• Doesn’t learn gestures like waving 
• Doesn’t say single words 
• Loses skills he once had

• What milestones is this 
child demonstrating?

• What milestones is he 
not demonstrating?

• Hint: Looks at your 
“Milestones Moment” 
guide

Practice with 12 month Milestones – Kyle

• What milestones is this 
child demonstrating?

• What milestones is he 
not demonstrating?

• Hint: Looks at your 
“Milestones Moment” 
guide

Practice with 12 month Milestones – Katelyn
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• What milestones is this 
child demonstrating?

• What milestones is he 
not demonstrating?

• Hint: Looks at your 
“Milestones Moment” 
guide

stones Moment” guide

Practice with 12 month Milestones - Evan

• Discuss and practice identifying features of typical development and the
importance of tracking milestones

• Define and identify early autism risk behaviors in children
• Develop skills to encourage parents to seek out developmental screening when

you have concerns

Overview for Today

• Autism spectrum disorders (ASDs) are a group of neurobehavioral
conditions that include impairments in social interaction and 
communication skills combined with rigid and repetitive behaviors.

• Symptoms typically are apparent before age 3 years. 

• It covers a large spectrum of symptoms, skills, and levels of impairment. 
ASD ranges in severity from a handicap that somewhat limits an 
otherwise normal life to a devastating disability that may require 
institutional care.

What are Autism Spectrum Disorders?
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• While the traits of impairments in social skills and 
communication are indicative of an ASD, it is a spectrum 
disorder.  The presence of these traits looks different for 
each individual.

ASDs Affect Each Person Differently

• Level 1 – Require Support
• Level 2 – Require Substantial Support
• Level 3 – Require Very Substantial Support

Three Levels of ASD

• 1 in 68 children in 
United States has 
been identified as 
having an autism 
spectrum disorder 
1-3% of the US 
population age 3-
17 have an autism 
diagnosis.

• 1 in 66 in 
Arizona

Prevalence of Autism Spectrum Disorders

1 - 68 – 2016
1 - 68 -- 2014 
1- 88 -- 2012

1- 110 -- 2009
1-150 -- 2007
1- 166  --2004
1-250 -- 2001
1-500 -- 1995

1-2500  -- 1985
1-5000  -- 1975
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• People with autism have bigger brains
• Connections between neurons is greater
• White matter anomaly
• Affected “lateralization”

Autism is Neurobehavioral – Brain Differences

Autism is Neurobehavioral – DSM V

Diagnosing autism spectrum disorders (ASDs) 
can be difficult, since there is no medical test, 
like a blood test, to diagnose the 
disorders. Doctors look at the child’s behavior 
and development to make a diagnosis.

Autism is Neurobehavioral



5/21/2017

16

Who Can Medically Diagnose Autism Spectrum Disorders?

• Developmental Pediatricians 
• Child Neurologists
• Child Psychologists
• Child Psychiatrists 

• Yes, and there are many types of treatment.  Some treatments have 
more scientific evidence than others.

• The different types of treatments can generally be broken down 
into the following categories:
– Behavior and Communication Approaches
– Dietary Approaches
– Medication
– Complementary and Alternative Medicine

Is Autism Treatable?

• Scientific studies have demonstrated that early intensive behavioral intervention 
improves learning, communication and social skills in young children with autism. 

• Examples of empirically validated and evidence-based approaches include:
– Discrete Trial Instruction
– Pivotal Response Training
– Early Start Denver Model
– Verbal Behavior Intervention

Behavioral and Communication Approaches
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Applied Behavior Analysis – Discrete Trial

• Discuss and practice identifying features of typical development and the
importance of tracking milestones

• Define and identify early autism risk behaviors in children
• Develop skills to encourage parents to seek out developmental screening

when you have concerns

Overview for Today

What is it like being told that you child may have a developmental delay?
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What is it like being told that you child may have a developmental delay?

• Try
– Put things here that you should

do.

• Avoid
– Put things here that you should not 

do.

Should I Try it or Avoid it?

• Start off the conversation by highlighting some of the child’s strengths. 
Name some developmental milestones the child has mastered, and say 
how excited you are to see his or her progress in those areas.

Suggestion #1
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• “Jason has made some real progress in his developmental milestones lately. I 
noticed he really likes to play alongside other children, and he is good at following 
simple instructions. There are other milestones he’s met, and some he’s still working 
on. Let’s take a look at this list, and you can fill me in on whether you’ve seen some 
of these at home, too.”

• “Jason doesn’t know what to do with a toy phone or even a spoon, and there are 
other milestones he hasn’t met either. This list shows all the milestones he can’t do.”

Which Goes Where?

• Focus on specific developmental milestones in your 
conversation, without including any diagnostic labels. 
Even if you believe you can identify a specific disability in 
a child, it is never your role to make a diagnosis.

Suggestion #2

• “Does Jason turn and look at you when you call his name? I have 
noticed that he does not seem to respond to his name but continues to 
play with a truck, spinning the wheels around and around.”

• “I saw a special on TV last week about autism and I am pretty sure that’s 
what Jason has.”

Which Goes Where?
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• Be clear about what your goal is for the conversation. Be 
honest, kind, and respectful in your tone. It is okay to say 
you may be overly concerned, and that it is always best to 
check with the child’s doctor.

Suggestion #3

• “Look at all these milestones Jason is missing on this checklist. That 
means that something is really wrong with his development. He’s 
way behind the other kids in this room.”

• “This checklist can help us better understand Jason’s development, 
and that’s what we’re trying to do. But even if he is missing some of 
these milestones, that doesn’t necessarily mean anything is wrong. 
It’s always a good idea to pay attention to his development and to 
talk about it when you take him to the doctor. I’ll give you a copy of 
this milestone checklist so you can take it with you and talk about it 
with his doctor the next time you go.”

Which Goes Where?

• Make the conversation a two-way discussion. Pause a lot, 
giving the parent time to think and respond – Remember 
your active listening skills! Listen to and watch the parent 
to decide on how to proceed. Pay attention to tone of 
voice and body language.

Suggestion #4
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• “Have you seen Jason do some of these milestones at home? PAUSE. 
Now that we’ve looked at the checklist, what are your thoughts? PAUSE. 
What do you think is a good idea to do next? PAUSE.”

• “So that’s the list. Take it to the doctor and see what he has to say about 
it. That’s what I wanted to cover today.”

Which Goes Where?

• Remind the parent that you care for their child and 
you want to make sure that the child has every 
opportunity to be his or her very best.

Suggestion #5

• “Jason is challenging; he’s just not like the other kids. But 
I’m doing what I can with him.

• “I really love Jason and I am so happy to have him in my 
home. I want what’s best for him, and that’s why I wanted 
to talk to you about this. If we do have a concern, it’s best 
to address it right away. We can talk about this again in a 
month or so, and maybe by then you can let me know 
what the doctor’s thoughts were.”

Which Goes Where?
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• In Arizona, you need to encourage this family to do three things right away. 

1. Referral for an evaluation by a developmental pediatrician
2. Contact Arizona ChildFind

– Make an online referral at http://www.azed.gov/special-education/az-find/
– For more information, call (800) 352-4558

3. Contact the Division of Developmental Disabilities to look into eligibility:
– You can apply online: https://ddd.azdes.gov/ddd/EligibilityReferral/

What Should you Do Next?

Thank You to Our Partners

• www.cdc.gov/actearly
• www.asatonline.org
• www.autism-society.org
• www.autisminternetmodules.com
• www.azdes.gov/azeip
• https://ddd.azdes.gov/ddd
• www.autismspeaks.org

Resources
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