








What’s the latest word on developmental screening?
In January 2020, the AAP published a new clinical report to promote optimal child development that updates the 
2006 recommendations. 

The report encourages a unified system of screening and calls for pediatricians to work closely with families and 
incorporate early childhood educators and childcare providers to share information about the child.

The longstanding practice of developmental surveillance at every well-child visit is continued, expanded for 
ages 4 and 5. Developmental screening at targeted ages enhances the precision of developmental surveillance 
and ensures that children at-risk of developmental delays receive early detection, early diagnosis, and early 
intervention for the best outcomes.
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What’s the latest word on
ASD screening?
In January 2020, the AAP published a new clinical report that details 
recommendations for ASD identification, evaluation, and management. 

It reiterates the guidelines that all children should be screened for ASD through 
a combination of developmental surveillance at all visits and standardized 
autism-specific screening tests at 18 and 24 months. The report calls for valid 
screening tools integrated in the electronic medical record with “appropriate 
compensation for the staff and professional time necessary to complete the 
administration, scoring, and counseling related to screening.”  

Though other tools are promising, the Modified Checklist for Autism in Toddlers 
(MCHAT) is the most studied and widely used screening tool for ASD and can be 
used in primary care from 16-30 months of age. The MCHAT-R/F is revised and 
includes scripted follow-up interview questions that are required for children 
with scores between 3 and 7. For children who continue to have an elevated 
score after follow-up questions, there is a 47% risk of having ASD diagnosed and 
a 95% chance being identified with another developmental delay that would 
benefit from intervention. Children who are screened with the MCHAT-R/F are 
identified with ASD at younger ages.

Once a child is determined at risk for ASD through developmental screening 
and/or surveillance, timely referrals for a diagnostic evaluation and Early 
Intervention are indicated. The primary care provider should discuss with the 
family the importance of the further evaluations and assist them in navigating 
the process and connecting with community resources. A diagnostic evaluation 
includes formal assessment of language, cognitive, and adaptive abilities and 
sensory status and is obtained through careful review of a child’s behavioral 
history and direct observation of the symptoms. 

The report details 
barriers to identifying 
risk for ASD for 
some populations - 
including those with 
milder symptoms 
and average or above 
average intelligence, 
girls, and those with 
coexisting conditions 
like attention-deficit 
hyperactivity disorder. 
Currently, African 
American and Hispanic 
children with ASD 
are diagnosed later. 
Screening tools also 
need to be developed 
for individuals whose 
primary language 
is not English and 
need to be sensitive 
to cultural barriers 
limiting the detection 
of symptoms of ASD. 

Reminder about MCHAT scoring:
0-2 indicates a negative screen.

3-7 place the child in moderate risk and requires follow-up
questions. With follow-up questions, if score continues to be
3-7, needs referrals for evaluation and intervention.

8+ indicates high-risk for ASD, needs referrals for evaluation 
and intervention.
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