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In this section, learners will explore how children develop in the first three years of 
life. They will also learn why children develop at different speeds and in different ways 
and how the stages of development are all interconnected. 

Development of young children in the first three years of life
Please read the following as it will help you to answer question 1.

The first three years of a child’s life are critically important to development. It is the 
period when cognitive, social, linguistic, emotional and physical development happen 
at a rapid pace. Development can be broken down into six main areas:

   Cognitive development – e.g. learning how to make decisions, remember 
information and solve problems.

   Personal, social and emotional development – e.g. when a child develops their 
self-image and identity. Children learn how to build relationships and interact with 
adults and peers and manage their feelings.

   Language development – e.g. learning how to communicate and talk. This enables 
children to communicate with others and make connections in their learning.

   Physical development – e.g. learning how to hold objects – large and small – sit 
up and walk. 

Did you know?

Research has shown that children of university-educated parents are more  
likely to excel at school. In England:

   56% of 14-year-olds whose parents had degrees scored high enough grades  
to perform in the top quarter of their peer group

   9% of teenagers whose parents left school without any qualifications performed 
in the top quarter of their peer group

This makes it even more important that early years education is high quality and 
meets children’s development needs.
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Look at the following table to learn about the different stages of development most 
children will go through in the first three years of life.

Age Stage of development Additional information
1-3 
months

Suck and swallow Babies are able to feed from the moment they 
are born.

Recognise mother’s 
voice and smell

At this stage babies may turn towards their 
mother’s voice.

Smile At first, a baby will smile to itself, but by  
3 months he/she will be able to smile back 
when someone smiles at them, a social smile!

Raise head When placed on their tummy, a baby will be 
able to lift his/her head and chest off the floor 
(prone position). Remember, babies should 
not be placed to sleep on their tummies.

Track objects with eyes If you hold a toy in front of the baby’s face 
and move it from side to side the baby will 
follow it with his/her eyes.

Reach for objects At this stage babies will learn to reach for 
dangling objects, such as toys on a bouncy 
seat activity bar or a mobile.

Grip objects If a baby is given a toy or rattle they will be 
able to hold onto it with their fingers.

4-6 
months

Roll over It is easier for a baby to roll from his/her front 
to his/her back.

Babble Babies will make random sounds such as 
‘dadada’ or ‘babababa’, although they are not 
associated with a particular person, such as 
mummy or daddy.

Laugh This will usually be to themselves or when 
someone pulls a funny face or plays peek-a-
boo.

Reach out and grab 
objects

Progressing from just grasping objects that 
are given to them, at this stage a baby will be 
able to reach out and take hold of an object.

Sit up (with support) When placed into a seated position and 
supported with a hand or pillows, a baby will 
be able to stay upright.

Head control A baby will be able to hold his/her own head 
up at this stage and turn to look at people or 
objects.
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6 months Eat solids According to the NHS, the best age to start 
babies on solid food (known as weaning) is 
6 months old. Before then, if possible, it is 
recommended that babies are exclusively 
breastfed or given formula. Babies who are 
started on solid food should be able to stay 
sitting up, control their head movement and be 
able to pick food up and put it in their mouths.

7-9 
months

Crawling There are different ways of crawling, including 
crawling on their hands and knees, ‘scooting’ 
on their bottoms and ‘army crawling’ on their 
tummies, using their elbows and knees to 
propel them.

Sitting (without support) At this stage, a baby has better coordination 
and can sit on their own without cushions or a 
hand steadying them.

Teething Babies will start to get their first teeth, which 
often cause discomfort and interfere with 
sleeping patterns.

Babbling Sounds will become more similar to real 
words, such as ‘Mama’ and ‘Dada’.

Copying actions Babies will be able to clap, play peek-a-boo 
and pat-a-cake.

Pull up to standing 
position

A baby will be able to pull themselves up 
to stand up straight using furniture, toys or 
carer’s hands.

10-12 
months

Move around on their 
feet (with support)

Having learned to pull himself/herself up to a 
standing position, a baby will now be able to 
use the furniture or toy as support to walk or 
‘coast’.

Respond to their name At this stage, when someone calls the baby’s 
name, they will look toward the person.

Use words for specific 
people

A baby will use a specific word for a specific 
person, e.g. ‘Dada’ for their dad or ‘Mama’ for 
their mother.

Point at objects A baby may point at an object they would like.
Pretend play At this stage a baby may copy their sibling or 

parent by, for example, pretending to talk on 
the phone.

10-18 
months

Take first steps Once they have mastered ‘coasting’, a baby 
will gain enough balance to take their first 
unaided steps.
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11-12 
months

Feeding himself/herself Using a ‘pincer grip’, which is their thumb and 
first finger, a baby will be able to pick up small 
objects such as cereal.

12-18 
months

Using and 
understanding words

According to the NHS, at this stage a child 
may have a vocabulary of between 6 and 20 
words and they will understand a lot more.

Shakes head to  
express ‘no’
Undressing/dressing At this stage a child may like to help when 

they are getting dressed or undressed.
13-15 
months

Self-feeding At this stage, a child may want to feed himself/
herself with a spoon and drink out of a cup. 
This is a good time to introduce new foods.

15-18 
months

Independent play A child may enjoy playing with blocks and can 
spend some time playing alone.

18 
months – 
2 years

Putting words together A child will use the words they know to create 
short sentences. 

2-3 years Copying others At this stage a child will watch and copy 
adults, siblings and other children. They will 
also play alongside other children, but not with 
them in collaborative games. By the time they 
are three, a child will play cooperatively with 
their peers.

Putting words together A child may create longer, complex sentences 
using more words.

Recognise and name 
people/things

A child will be able to name familiar people 
and items, such as a bird or dog in a book.

Run/climb A child will be able to kick a ball, run and 
climb stairs (with assistance) at this stage.

Follows instructions 
Enjoy books
Use the toilet alone
Climbs stairs unaided
Completes simple 
puzzles
Know own name and 
age
Dress/undress himself/
herself
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Rates and sequences of young children’s development 
Please read the following as it will help you to answer question 2.

Young children develop physically and cognitively at different rates and in different 
sequences to their peers because each individual brain matures at a different 
speed. When a brain matures, it means that the types of function it can do, such as 
recognise sounds or letters, increase. Whilst most young children develop the same 
skills and abilities over time, they will most likely do so at a different speed or in a 
different order to their friends. This is a direct result of the speed at which the brain 
matures. For example, one child may learn to walk at 12 months while another not 
until they are 18 months; the child who walked at 12 months may not talk until they 
are 18 months, but the child who walked later may be able to speak at 12 months.

It is important to understand that, just because children develop at different rates, it 
doesn’t mean that they have a developmental delay. It is just that each brain function 
matures at a different rate. We are all unique!

Rates of development can also be influenced by:

   Environment – e.g. a child can learn to read when his/her auditory system is 
developmentally ready to tell different sounds apart. However, if a child’s caregiver 
doesn’t read to them or provide reading support, learning to read will be delayed.

   Appropriate tasks – e.g. if a child is not developmentally ready to speak, providing 
them with speaking-related tasks such as ‘Please tell Claudia her drink is ready’, 
will not be useful to them. Another example is asking a child to copy a simple 
picture before they are able to hold and properly manipulate a pencil or crayon.

   Style of learning – different children learn in different ways, for example, one child 
may learn when someone explains something to them, while their peer may learn 
by watching someone else acting out the process. If a child is placed in an 
environment where everything is presented verbally, but they learn visually, then 
their development will be delayed. Babies and young children learn through their 
experiences, exploring and discovering through first-hand play opportunities.

Just as children may develop at different speeds, their stages of development may 
also happen in different sequences. As in the example above, one child may learn to 
walk earlier than expected or begin to speak later, while another may talk early and 
walk late. The sequence in which children develop is based on 
when their brain matures. If you think that children in the same  
year group don’t all grow at the same pace, then it is easier to  
understand that their brains will also grow at different rates,  
which means they will pick up skills at different points in  
their development.
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How is development interconnected?
Please read the following as it will help you to answer question 3.

It is important to understand that, while the main stages of development (cognitive, 
social, personal, emotional, language and physical) are often listed separately, they  
all rely on each other. One stage of development cannot exist on its own without  
the others. 

Examples of the ways in which development is interconnected include:

   Learning to talk falls into the ‘language’ stage, but it also involves emotional, 
cognitive, physical and social development.

   Learning to share requires emotional development as well as social, cognitive, 
physical and language development.

   Learning to hold a cup or spoon requires physical development, but also requires 
emotional, social and language development.

Knowledge Activity 1: Choose from the following age ranges: 0-1 year;  
2-3 years; 4-5 years, and plan an activity for children in that range. Identify  
how the activity supports a child’s holistic development. Write which age range  
you have chosen at the beginning of your answer.
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Disclaimer

Every effort has been made to ensure that the information 
contained within this learning material is accurate and reflects 
current best practice. All information provided should be used 
as guidance only, and adapted to reflect local practices and 
individual working environment protocols.

All legislation is correct at the time of printing, but is liable to 
change (please ensure when referencing legislation that you  
are working from the most recent edition/amendment).

Neither Learning Curve Group (LCG); nor their authors, 
publishers or distributors accept any responsibility for any 
loss, damage or injury (whether direct, indirect, incidental or 
consequential) howsoever arising in connection with the use of 
the information in this learning material.

CACHE is a trading name of NCFE (registered company number 
02896700) and CACHE; Council for Awards in Care, Health and 
Education; and NNEB are registered trademarks owned by NCFE. 
CACHE has exercised reasonable care and skill in endorsing this 
resource, and makes no representation, express or implied, with 
regard to the continued accuracy of the information contained 
in this resource. CACHE does not accept any legal responsibility 
or liability for any errors or omissions from the resource or the 
consequences thereof. 

Copyright 2018

All rights reserved. All material contained within this manual, 
including (without limitation): text; logos; icons; and all other 
artwork is copyright material of Learning Curve Group (LCG), 
unless otherwise stated. No part of this publication may be 
reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any 
form or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, 
recording or otherwise), without the prior permission of the 
copyright owners.

If you have any queries, feedback or need further 
information please contact:

Learning Curve Group 
Unit 51 – 53, Innovation House, 26 Longfield Road,  
South Church Enterprise Park, Bishop Auckland,  
County Durham. DL14 6XB  
info@learningcurvegroup.co.uk
www.learningcurvegroup.co.uk

CACHE is the trading name of NCFE (registered company 
02896700) and CACHE; Council for Awards in Care, Health and 
Education; and NNEB are registered trademarks owned by NCFE. 
This learning resource is endorsed by CACHE against the associated 
NCFE CACHE qualification/unit(s); this means that CACHE has 
reviewed the resource and agreed it meets the endorsement criteria.
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