Quick, low-cost tests can accurately detect developmental delays in kids
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Simple tests can accurately pick up developmental delays in children before they start school, but too few doctors are using the screening tools, researchers say.

"Only 30 per cent of children with developmental delays are identified prior to school age - whether that's social, physical or learning -and most experts would agree that we should be identifying those delays earlier through regular screening," says principal investigator Dr. Marjolaine Limbos, a psychologist at BC Children's Hospital in Vancouver.

In a study of more than 300 children, Limbos and co-author Dr. David Joyce found that the Ages and Stages Questionnaire (ASQ) and the Parents' Evaluation of Developmental Status (PEDS) test are reasonably accurate in identifying delays.

ASQ and PEDS can be filled out by parents at home or in the doctor's office, then scored in minutes by the physician.

But surveys suggest that less than half of Canadian family doctors offer the questionnaires to parents, said Joyce, an assistant professor of family medicine at the University of British Columbia.

"Right now, the majority of family physicians do the eyeball test," said Joyce, explaining that doctors often rely on visual cues and clinical judgment to assess whether a young child appears to be meeting so-called developmental milestones.

"You'd think you'd be able to just see this and pick it up, and it's actually not that easy to do when you're doing it unaided," he said.

The ASQ and PEDS tests can flag any delays in a child's progress compared to other kids their age -including speech and language comprehension; cognitive or intellectual development; and motor skills such as the ability to pick up an object or walking and throwing a ball.

Developmental delays are common, affecting an estimated 10 to 15 per cent of Canadian children, and range from mild problems to disabling deficits, including conditions covered by autism spectrum disorder.
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