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PRACTICE GUIDE 

Physical and cognitive developmental milestones 
 

Developmental milestones are the skills children develop within a certain age range. Most children 

learn these skills in the same order, but not always at the same time1.  

This practice guide offers a starting point for exploring milestones across the developmental areas of a 

child’s growth. It is designed to guide assessment and intervention decisions that support the positive 

development of a child.  

The linked resources can be used to refresh knowledge of child development or to focus on specific 

milestones and behaviours, helping to identify whether a child’s presentation is typical or may indicate 

trauma, delay, or regression. 

Developmental areas 

Developmental milestones are observed in the following five areas, tracking a child’s understanding 

and skill development over time.  

 Area Description Examples 

 

Gross motor 

skills 

Big body movements. Rolling, sitting, crawling, walking, 

skipping, hopping, kicking.  

 

Fine motor 

skills 

Small body movements. Holding toys, using cutlery, holding 

pencil and drawing, dressing self.  

 

Social and 

emotional 

development 

Bonding with others, showing 

feelings and react to things.  

Reactions to separation, new people, 

coping with adverse situations.  

 

Cognitive 

skills 

How they think, learn, solve 

problems, and explore their 

surroundings. 

A baby recognising familiar faces. A 

child understanding rules of a game 

and the concept of fairness. A 

teenager managing their time, 

organising their space or belongings.  

 

Speech and 

language 

How they hear, make sounds, 

use words, and understand 

what others say.  

Babbling noises, responds to name, 

developing sentences through to 

participating in discussions and 

express opinions clearly.  
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Developmental norms 

Babies grow and develop quickly in their first 12 months across the 

full range of developmental areas. Some children may walk or talk 

earlier or later than others and that's normal1.  

Understanding what is typical is essential for identifying delays or 

differences2.  

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples’ approach to child 

rearing is child-led rather than age-related. Explore this perspective 

alongside conventional developmental frameworks using the Child 

Developmental Milestones, Foundations for Practice resource2. This 

resource is organised by age range and covers the 5 developmental 

areas including sleep for each stage. 

Premature babies 

The earlier a baby is born, the higher their chance of having delays with growth and development. For 

premature babies (born before 37 weeks) milestones are expected for their corrected age (the age 

baby would be if born on their due date) until they are 2 years or have ‘caught up’.  

Pregnancy birth & baby website provides milestones and expectations for premature babies.  

Holistic development and parenting support 

The Raising Children Network offers a comprehensive suite 

of resources and information to support parents and 

professionals in understanding child development from 

pregnancy through to adulthood. The content is organised 

by age and stage of development and covers all areas of 

development. 

With picture-based and video resources, use this resource 

to provide education and support to parents and carers, 

strategies to implement to support a child’s healthy 

development.  

Developmentally expected sexual 

behaviours 

Sexual development is an area which can cause concern for 

adults and what is considered developmentally appropriate 

is shaped by the cultural and family values held.  

Evolve Therapeutic Services’ resource Recognising 

developmentally expected sexual behaviours provides 

typical and expected behaviours, presented across ages 

spanning infancy to late adolescents along with parenting 

guidance, indicators of concern and ways to consider the 

behaviour within the context it occurred.  

 

https://www.berrystreet.org.au/uploads/main/Take-Two-Child-Developmental-Milestones-guide.pdf
https://www.berrystreet.org.au/uploads/main/Take-Two-Child-Developmental-Milestones-guide.pdf
https://www.pregnancybirthbaby.org.au/corrected-gestational-age-for-premature-babies
https://raisingchildren.net.au/
https://www.health.qld.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0033/1478652/Recognising-developmentally-expected-sexual-behaviours-Endorsed-02.12.25.pdf
https://www.health.qld.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0033/1478652/Recognising-developmentally-expected-sexual-behaviours-Endorsed-02.12.25.pdf
https://www.berrystreet.org.au/uploads/main/Take-Two-Child-Developmental-Milestones-guide.pdf
https://raisingchildren.net.au/
https://www.health.qld.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0033/1478652/Recognising-developmentally-expected-sexual-behaviours-Endorsed-02.12.25.pdf
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Developmental concerns 

Concerns for a child’s development or 

behaviour can come to the attention of Child 

Safety as child protection concerns, through 

child strengths and needs assessments or 

during case management.  

 Regular checks with a GP or child 

health nurse can map development 

and guide early intervention if a delay 

is identified. Children’s Health 

Queensland provide Milestones 

checklists for child development 

which can be used to track how a child 

is growing and learning. If a milestone 

has not been met by the age listed, 

has regressed, or a there are 

concerns, these checklists can guide 

discussion to seeking necessary 

supports.  

Note – these are conversation tools and 

not for screening or diagnosis.  

 

Development and trauma 

Child protection practice will require analysis of a child’s development and behaviour considering both 

typical developmental pathways and characteristic signs of trauma at differing ages and stages.  

The Department of Families, Fairness and Housing (Victoria) provides the resource Child development 

and trauma guide presenting typical developmental trends, alongside age-based indicators of trauma, 

the impact of trauma and practical strategies for parenting a child at each age and stage, following the 

experience of trauma.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Click each cell to load the 
specific age resource. 

3-5 years 

Introduction 

Child development 

and trauma 

website 

0-12 months 

1-3 years 

5-7 years 

9-12 years 

7-9 years 

12-18 
years 

https://www.childrens.health.qld.gov.au/for-health-professionals/health-topics-for-professionals/milestones-checklists-for-child-development
https://www.childrens.health.qld.gov.au/for-health-professionals/health-topics-for-professionals/milestones-checklists-for-child-development
https://www.cpmanual.vic.gov.au/our-approach/best-interests-case-practice-model/child-development-and-trauma
https://www.cpmanual.vic.gov.au/our-approach/best-interests-case-practice-model/child-development-and-trauma
https://www.cpmanual.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/Child%20development%20trauma%203-5years%202012%203008%20.pdf
https://www.cpmanual.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/child_development_%26_trauma_intro_2012.pdf
https://www.cpmanual.vic.gov.au/our-approach/best-interests-case-practice-model/child-development-and-trauma
https://www.cpmanual.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/Child%20development%20trauma%200-12mths%202012%203006%20.pdf
https://www.cpmanual.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/Development_trends_1_3_years_Child_Protection_Manual.pdf
https://www.cpmanual.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/Child%20development%20trauma%205-7years%202012%203009%20.pdf
https://www.cpmanual.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/Child%20development%20trauma%209-12years%202012%203011%20.pdf
https://www.cpmanual.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/Child%20development%20trauma%207-9years%202012%203010%20.pdf
https://www.cpmanual.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/Child%20development%20trauma%2012-18years%202012%203012%20.pdf
https://www.childrens.health.qld.gov.au/resources/health-services/child-development-service/milestones-checklist-2-5-years
https://www.childrens.health.qld.gov.au/resources/health-services/child-development-service/milestones-checklist-birth-18-months
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Communication milestones 

All children learning to speak and communicate make mistakes and can be hard to understand. In the 

early years, children simplify speech to make it easier to say and can:  

 substitute sounds (‘lellow’ instead of ‘yellow’) 

 simplify difficulty sounds (‘twuck’ instead of ‘truck’)  

 drop syllables (‘poo-ter’ instead of ‘computer’)3.  

Delays in communication skills may signify underlying issues such as:  

 hearing impairments  

 speech and language disorders  

 developmental delays  

 neurodevelopmental conditions (such as autism spectrum disorder).  

Communication is essential for building relationships, expressing emotions, and interacting with 

others. Difficulties in communication can affect a child’s ability to connect socially and may lead to 

frustration or behavioural challenges. 

Speech Pathology Australia publishes the Communication Milestone Kit. This provides developmental 

expectations by age and supporting resources to prompt discussions with parents and carers.  
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Each cell can be clicked to load the 
listed specific age-group resource. 

At 2 years 
Children can usually… 

Speech 
Pathology 
Australia At 12 months 

Children can usually… 

At 18 
months 

Children can usually… 

At 3 years 
Children can usually… 

 

At 5 years 
Children can usually… 

 

At 4 years 
Children can usually… 

 

https://www.speechpathologyaustralia.org.au/Public/Public/Comm-swallow/Speech-development/Communication-milestones.aspx
https://www.healthdirect.gov.au/developmental-milestones
https://www.berrystreet.org.au/uploads/main/Take-Two-Child-Developmental-Milestones-guide.pdf
https://www.berrystreet.org.au/uploads/main/Take-Two-Child-Developmental-Milestones-guide.pdf
https://raisingchildren.net.au/babies/development/language-development/speech-disorders
https://raisingchildren.net.au/babies/development/language-development/speech-disorders
https://www.speechpathologyaustralia.org.au/common/Uploaded%20files/Communication-swallowing/Speech-development/Between-the-flags.pdf
https://www.speechpathologyaustralia.org.au/common/Uploaded%20files/Communication-swallowing/Speech-development/2-years-A4.pdf
https://www.speechpathologyaustralia.org.au/common/Uploaded%20files/Communication-swallowing/Speech-development/Between-the-flags.pdf
https://www.speechpathologyaustralia.org.au/Public/Archive/Backups/Public/Comm-swallow/Speech-development/Communication-milestones.aspx
https://www.speechpathologyaustralia.org.au/common/Uploaded%20files/Communication-swallowing/Speech-development/12-months-A4.pdf
https://www.speechpathologyaustralia.org.au/common/Uploaded%20files/Communication-swallowing/Speech-development/18-months-A4.pdf
https://www.speechpathologyaustralia.org.au/common/Uploaded%20files/Communication-swallowing/Speech-development/3-years-A4.pdf
https://www.speechpathologyaustralia.org.au/common/Uploaded%20files/Communication-swallowing/Speech-development/5-years-A4.pdf
https://www.speechpathologyaustralia.org.au/common/Uploaded%20files/Communication-swallowing/Speech-development/4-years-A4.pdf
https://www.speechpathologyaustralia.org.au/Public/Archive/Backups/Public/Comm-swallow/Speech-development/Communication-milestones.aspx
https://www.speechpathologyaustralia.org.au/common/Uploaded%20files/Communication-swallowing/Speech-development/Between-the-flags.pdf
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Version history 

First published: 2006 
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