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Understanding Autism: Red Flags
and Developmental Milestones

INTRODUCTION

Welcome to Understanding Autism: Red Flags and
Developmental Milestones.  

This eBook is designed to provide caregivers, parents, and
professionals with essential information about the early signs of
autism spectrum disorder (ASD) and what to expect
developmentally during the first three years of life. Recognizing
these red flags and understanding typical developmental
milestones can lead to early intervention and support, crucial for
the well-being and success of individuals with autism.
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Early detection of Autism
Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is
crucial for timely intervention,
optimizing developmental
outcomes. Recognizing
symptoms in early childhood
enables prompt access to
support services, capitalizing
on the brain's plasticity for
effective intervention. It
reduces stress for families by
providing necessary resources
and support, fostering a
positive environment.
Additionally, early detection
facilitates tailored educational
plans and interventions,
enhancing social, emotional,
and cognitive development
crucial for the child's future
success and well-being.

Early DetectionEarly DetectionEarly Detection

CHAPTER ONE

OverviewOverviewOverview

Autism Spectrum Disorder
(ASD) is a neurodevelopmental
condition characterized by
challenges in social interaction,
communication, and repetitive
behaviours. Symptoms vary
widely, hence the "spectrum,"
ranging from mild difficulties to
significant impairments.
Individuals with ASD may
struggle with understanding
social cues, expressing
emotions, and maintaining
routines. Sensory sensitivities
are common, affecting
responses to stimuli like light,
sound, or touch. Diagnosis
typically occurs in early
childhood, though some may
not receive it until later. While
there's no cure, early
intervention and therapies can
improve functioning and
quality of life, highlighting 

What is Autism
Spectrum Disorder

the importance of
understanding and
support for individuals
with ASD.
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Early intervention in Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is critical
because it capitalizes on the brain's neuroplasticity during early
childhood, optimizing the effectiveness of interventions. 

Prompt support enhances social, communication, and behavioural
skills, improving long-term outcomes. 

Early intervention also provides families with necessary resources
and strategies, reducing stress and fostering a supportive
environment. 

It enables tailored educational plans, addressing the child's
specific needs, and promoting successful integration into society. 

Ultimately, early intervention significantly enhances the child's
developmental trajectory and quality of life.

Early InterventionEarly InterventionEarly Intervention

CHAPTER ONE

What is Autism
Spectrum Disorder
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Myths & MisconceptionsMyths & MisconceptionsMyths & Misconceptions

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a neurodevelopmental
condition characterized by challenges in social interaction,
communication, and repetitive behaviours. Symptoms vary
widely, hence the "spectrum," ranging from mild difficulties to
significant impairments. Individuals with ASD may struggle with
understanding social cues, expressing emotions, and maintaining
routines. Sensory sensitivities are common, affecting responses
to stimuli like light, sound, or touch. Diagnosis typically occurs in
early childhood, though some may not receive it until later. While
there's no cure, early intervention and therapies can improve
functioning and quality of life, highlighting the importance of
understanding and support for individuals with ASD.

CHAPTER ONE

What is Autism
Spectrum Disorder

WWW.PIVOTALMINDS.CA 905.553.1800

6



Typical DevelopmentTypical DevelopmentTypical Development

During the toddler years, children experience rapid growth and
development across various domains. Here are some typical
developmental milestones:

1.   Physical Development:
   Walking independently (usually around 12-18 months).
   Climbing stairs with assistance.
   Improved fine motor skills, such as picking up small objects
and using utensils.

2.   Language and Communication:
   Saying first words around 12 months, gradually expanding
vocabulary.
   Combining words into simple phrases by 24 months.
   Understanding simple instructions and responding
appropriately.

3.   Social and Emotional Development:
   Showing interest in other children and beginning to engage
in parallel play.
   Demonstrating emotions like joy, anger, and sadness more
clearly.
   Developing attachment to primary caregivers and seeking
comfort from them.

CHAPTER TWO

Developmental  
Milestones in
Toddlers 

12-24 
Months
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Typical DevelopmentTypical DevelopmentTypical Development

4.   Cognitive Development:
 Exploring objects through touching, shaking, and banging.
 Beginning to sort shapes and colors.
 Engaging in simple pretend play, such as feeding a doll or
teddy bear.

5.   Self-Help Skills:
 Starting to feed themselves with fingers and later with
utensils.
 Beginning to dress and undress with assistance.
 Showing interest in toilet training (though actual readiness
varies).

These milestones provide a general guideline, but it's important
to remember that each child develops at their own pace. If you
have concerns about your child's development, consult with a
pediatrician or early childhood development specialist.

CHAPTER TWO

Developmental  
Milestones in
Toddlers 

12-24 
Months
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Typical Language & Communications Skills DevelopmentTypical Language & Communications Skills DevelopmentTypical Language & Communications Skills Development

Some typical language and communication skills developmental
milestones for toddlers:

12-18 Months:
Saying first words, such as "mama" or "dada."
Understanding simple instructions or commands, like
"wave bye-bye" or "come here."
Babbling with intonation patterns that mimic adult
speech.
Gesturing to communicate needs or desires, such as
pointing or reaching.

18-24 Months:
Building vocabulary to include around 50 words or more.
Combining two words to form simple phrases, like "more
juice" or "big dog."
Responding to simple questions with gestures or words.
Engaging in reciprocal babbling or "conversations" with
caregivers.

CHAPTER TWO

Developmental  
Milestones in
Toddlers 

12-24 
Months
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Typical Play & Social InteractionsTypical Play & Social InteractionsTypical Play & Social Interactions

Some play and social interactions that are typical developmental
milestones for toddlers aged 12-24 months:

Parallel Play
Toddlers engage in parallel play, playing alongside each other
without interacting directly. This allows them to observe and
imitate each other's actions, laying the groundwork for later
social interactions.

Imitative Play 
Toddlers begin imitating the actions and behaviours of others,
such as pretending to talk on the phone or feed a doll. This helps
them learn about social roles and interactions.

Turn-Taking Games 
Simple turn-taking games, such as rolling a ball back and forth or
taking turns stacking blocks, help toddlers learn about sharing
and cooperation.

Exploratory Play
Toddlers explore objects and their environment through play,
using all their senses to investigate textures, shapes, and sounds.
This type of play promotes cognitive development and curiosity.

CHAPTER TWO

Developmental  
Milestones in
Toddlers 

12-24 
Months
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Typical Play & Social InteractionsTypical Play & Social InteractionsTypical Play & Social Interactions

Social Games
Toddlers enjoy simple social games like peek-a-boo or pat-a-
cake, which promote bonding and interaction with caregivers.

Parallel Communication
Toddlers may engage in parallel communication, where they

babble or vocalize alongside others without direct interaction.
This helps them practice communication skills in a social context.

Expressing Preferences
Toddlers begin to express preferences for certain toys, activities,

or people, indicating the development of individual likes and
dislikes.

Emotional Expression 
Toddlers start to express a wider range of emotions, such as joy,
frustration, and excitement, through facial expressions, gestures,

and vocalizations. Caregivers can support emotional
development by acknowledging and validating these feelings.

CHAPTER TWO

Developmental  
Milestones in
Toddlers 

12-24 
Months
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Typical Play & Social InteractionsTypical Play & Social InteractionsTypical Play & Social Interactions

Social Observation
Toddlers observe and learn from the social interactions of adults

and older children, gaining insight into social norms and
behaviours.

Caretaker Interaction
Interactions with caregivers play a crucial role in toddlers' social

development, providing opportunities for bonding,
communication, and emotional regulation.

These play and social interactions are essential for toddlers'
development, helping them build social skills, empathy, and a

sense of connection with others.

CHAPTER TWO

Developmental  
Milestones in
Toddlers 

12-24 
Months
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Signs of Autism in ToddlersSigns of Autism in ToddlersSigns of Autism in Toddlers

Signs of autism spectrum disorder (ASD) can vary widely among
toddlers, but some common indicators include:

Limited Eye Contact: Toddlers with ASD may have difficulty
making eye contact or may avoid it altogether during social
interactions.
Delayed Speech or Language Skills: Some toddlers with ASD
may not begin to babble or speak words by 12 months or may
have a limited vocabulary compared to their peers.
Lack of Gestures: They may not point, wave, or use other
gestures to communicate their needs or share interests with
others.
Repetitive Behaviors: This can include repetitive
movements, such as hand flapping, rocking, or spinning
objects, which may occur frequently and seem to serve no
purpose.
Difficulty with Social Interaction: Toddlers with ASD may
have difficulty engaging in social interactions with peers or
caregivers, showing little interest in playing or sharing
experiences with others.

CHAPTER THREE

Recognizing Red
Flags in Toddlers
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Signs of Autism in ToddlersSigns of Autism in ToddlersSigns of Autism in Toddlers

Sensory Sensitivities: Some toddlers with ASD may be over-
sensitive or under-sensitive to sensory stimuli, such as lights,
sounds, textures, or tastes, leading to strong reactions or
avoidance behaviours.
Fixated Interests: They may develop intense interests in
specific objects, topics, or activities and may become upset
or distressed if their routines or interests are disrupted.
Difficulty with Transitions: Toddlers with ASD may struggle
with transitions or changes in routine, becoming upset or
exhibiting challenging behaviours in response to unexpected
events.
Delayed Motor Skills: Some toddlers with ASD may have
delays in motor skills, such as walking, climbing, or
manipulating objects, compared to their peers.
Lack of Pretend Play: They may not engage in imaginative or
pretend play, such as pretending to feed a doll or engage in
make-believe scenarios.

It's important to note that not all toddlers who exhibit these
signs will have ASD, and the presence of one or more of these
signs does not necessarily mean a child has autism. However,
if you notice several of these signs persisting over time or if

you have concerns about your child's development, it's
essential to seek evaluation and guidance from a healthcare
professional or developmental specialist. Early intervention

can make a significant difference in the outcomes for children
with ASD.

CHAPTER THREE

Recognizing Red
Flags in Toddlers
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Differences in Social Engagement and PlayDifferences in Social Engagement and PlayDifferences in Social Engagement and Play

For toddlers aged 12-24 months showing signs of Autism
Spectrum Disorder (ASD), differences in social engagement and
play compared to typically developing peers may be apparent.

These differences often manifest in various ways, including
limited social interaction and difficulty with joint attention, which
is crucial for sharing experiences and interests with others.

Children with ASD may exhibit atypical play patterns, such as
repetitive or stereotyped behaviours, instead of engaging in
imaginative or pretend play like their peers. Turn-taking in play
activities may pose a challenge, impacting their ability to interact
with others effectively. Additionally, children with ASD may
demonstrate a preference for solitary play over social
engagement with peers and may struggle to understand social
cues like facial expressions or tone of voice. Sensory sensitivities
can further influence their play experiences, leading to
overreactivity or underreactivity to sensory stimuli in their
environment. Recognizing these differences in social engagement
and play can be early indicators of ASD, prompting caregivers to
seek evaluation and support from healthcare professionals or
developmental specialists. Early intervention services tailored to
the unique needs of children with ASD can facilitate their social
and developmental progress.

CHAPTER THREE

Recognizing Red
Flags in Toddlers
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Communication Challenges and Repetitive BehavioursCommunication Challenges and Repetitive BehavioursCommunication Challenges and Repetitive Behaviours

Communication challenges and repetitive behaviours are often
notable. 

Communication difficulties may include delayed speech or
language development, with limited babbling or speech
compared to peers. Some children may not respond to their
name or show interest in verbal interaction. 

They may struggle with using gestures to communicate, such as
pointing or waving. 

Additionally, repetitive behaviours may be observed, such as
hand-flapping, rocking, or spinning objects, which often serve as
self-stimulatory behaviours. These repetitive actions may occur
frequently and seem to have no apparent purpose. 

Furthermore, children with ASD may display a strong preference
for routines and rituals, becoming upset or distressed by
changes to their environment or daily schedule. These
communication challenges and repetitive behaviours can
significantly impact a child's social interactions, play, and overall
development, highlighting the importance of early intervention
and support.

CHAPTER THREE

Recognizing Red
Flags in Toddlers
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Increasing Awareness of Self and OthersIncreasing Awareness of Self and OthersIncreasing Awareness of Self and Others

In preschoolers aged 24-36 months, autism symptoms and
behaviours may become more pronounced as social and

cognitive demands increase. Here are some common
characteristics:

Limited Social Interaction
Preschoolers with autism may continue to struggle with social
interaction, showing difficulty in understanding and responding
to social cues. They may have trouble engaging in reciprocal
conversations or initiating interactions with peers.

Difficulty with Empathy
While typically developing children begin to demonstrate
empathy and understanding of others' emotions during this age,
preschoolers with autism may have difficulty recognizing and
responding to others' feelings.

Repetitive Behaviors
Repetitive behaviours, such as hand-flapping, rocking, or spinning
objects, may persist or become more apparent during the
preschool years. These behaviours can serve as self-soothing
mechanisms or sources of sensory stimulation.

CHAPTER FOUR

Autism Symptoms
and & Behaviours
in Preschoolers

24-36
Months
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Increasing Awareness of Self and OthersIncreasing Awareness of Self and OthersIncreasing Awareness of Self and Others

Narrow Interests
Preschoolers with autism may develop intense, narrow interests
in specific topics or objects, often to the exclusion of other
activities. They may become highly focused on certain subjects
and struggle to engage in flexible or imaginative play.

Sensory Sensitivities
Sensory sensitivities, such as sensitivity to light, sound, texture,
or taste, may continue to affect preschoolers with autism,
leading to strong reactions or avoidance behaviours in response
to sensory stimuli.

Difficulty with Transitions
Preschoolers with autism may have difficulty with transitions or
changes in routine, becoming upset or exhibiting challenging
behaviours when faced with unexpected changes.

CHAPTER FOUR

Autism Symptoms
and & Behaviours
in Preschoolers

24-36
Months
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Increasing Awareness of Self and OthersIncreasing Awareness of Self and OthersIncreasing Awareness of Self and Others

Delayed Language Development
Some preschoolers with autism may continue to experience
delays in language development, with limited vocabulary,
difficulty expressing themselves verbally, or challenges in
understanding language.

Repetitive Language or Play 
They may engage in repetitive language patterns or play
activities, such as repeating phrases or scripts from movies or
books, or engaging in repetitive play routines.

While these symptoms and behaviours can vary in severity and
presentation, they may impact a preschooler's ability to navigate
social interactions, communicate effectively, and participate in
typical preschool activities. 

Early intervention and support are crucial for addressing these
challenges and promoting the child's development and well-
being.

CHAPTER FOUR

Autism Symptoms
and & Behaviours
in Preschoolers

24-36
Months
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Importance of Early Screening & EvaluationsImportance of Early Screening & EvaluationsImportance of Early Screening & Evaluations

Early screening and evaluation for Autism Spectrum Disorder
(ASD) are crucial for several reasons. 

Firstly, early identification allows for timely intervention,
maximizing the effectiveness of therapies and support services.
Early intervention during critical developmental periods can
significantly improve outcomes, enhancing social,
communication, and behavioural skills. 

Secondly, it provides families with necessary resources, support,
and guidance to navigate their child's diagnosis and access
appropriate services. Early screening also helps prevent delays in
accessing essential interventions, which can impact long-term
outcomes. 

Moreover, it promotes understanding and acceptance within
communities, reducing stigma and fostering a more inclusive
society for individuals with ASD. By identifying and addressing
ASD early, children can receive the support they need to reach
their full potential, highlighting the importance of early screening
and evaluation initiatives.

CHAPTER FIVE

Seeking
Evaluations &
Diagnosis
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Diagnostic Criteria for Toddlers & PreschoolersDiagnostic Criteria for Toddlers & PreschoolersDiagnostic Criteria for Toddlers & Preschoolers

The diagnostic criteria for diagnosing autism spectrum disorder
(ASD) in toddlers or preschoolers involve assessing deficits in
social communication and the presence of restricted, repetitive
patterns of behaviour, interests, or activities. 

Clinicians use standardized tools and observations to evaluate
the child's development, including their social interactions,
communication skills, and behaviours. Specific criteria may
include challenges in social-emotional reciprocity, such as
difficulty in back-and-forth conversation or sharing interests
with others, as well as deficits in nonverbal communication skills,
like eye contact or body language. 

Additionally, the diagnosis considers the presence of repetitive
behaviours or restricted interests, such as repetitive movements
or intense focus on specific topics. 

To meet diagnostic criteria, these symptoms must be present in
early childhood and significantly impact the child's functioning
across various contexts. A comprehensive evaluation by a
qualified healthcare professional is necessary to accurately
diagnose ASD in toddlers or preschoolers.

CHAPTER FIVE

Seeking
Evaluations &
Diagnosis

WWW.PIVOTALMINDS.CA 905.553.1800

21



Professionals Involved in the Diagnostic ProcessProfessionals Involved in the Diagnostic ProcessProfessionals Involved in the Diagnostic Process

In Ontario, Canada, diagnosing Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD)
in toddlers and preschoolers involves a multidisciplinary team. 

Pediatricians conduct initial assessments and refer children to
specialized services. 

Child psychologists, along with certain specialized pediatricians,
conduct standardized assessments and observe behaviour to
make diagnoses, sometimes with the assistance of a Board
Certified Behaviour Analyst who is certified in some places.

Speech-language pathologists evaluate communication skills
crucial for diagnosis. Occupational therapists assess sensory
processing and motor skills. 

Developmental pediatricians specialize in managing
developmental disorders, including ASD. 

Neurologists may provide insight into neurological aspects and
rule out other conditions. 

Educators and early childhood professionals offer valuable input
on behaviour and social interactions. 

CHAPTER FIVE

Seeking
Evaluations &
Diagnosis
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Professionals Involved in the Diagnostic ProcessProfessionals Involved in the Diagnostic ProcessProfessionals Involved in the Diagnostic Process

This collaborative approach ensures a comprehensive evaluation
and appropriate intervention planning. 

Access to these services is facilitated through regional early
intervention programs and specialized autism diagnostic hubs
across Ontario, promoting timely diagnosis and support for
children with ASD.

You may opt for private diagnostic assessment services for
your child as an alternative. While private services entail a fee,
given the extensive wait times in Ontario, we highly recommend
considering this option. 

Seeking private services can significantly expedite the diagnostic
process, ensuring your child receives timely support. 

Early diagnosis minimizes delays and maximizes the assistance
available to your child.

CHAPTER FIVE

Seeking
Evaluations &
Diagnosis
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The Role of Early Intervention ServicesThe Role of Early Intervention ServicesThe Role of Early Intervention Services

Early intervention services in Ontario plays a crucial role in
supporting children with developmental delays or disabilities,
including Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD). These services aim to
provide timely and comprehensive support to children and their
families to address developmental challenges and promote
optimal outcomes. 

Early intervention services typically involve a multidisciplinary
team of professionals, including speech-language pathologists,
occupational therapists, behaviour therapists, and early
childhood educators. These professionals work collaboratively to
assess the child's strengths and needs and develop
individualized intervention plans tailored to their unique
requirements. 

Early intervention services may include parent education and
training, support groups, and access to community resources. By
intervening early, these services aim to maximize the child's
developmental potential, improve their quality of life, and equip
families with the tools and support they need to navigate the
challenges of raising a child with developmental delays or
disabilities.  The optimal approach to begin seeking assistance
for your child is by reaching out to an ABA centre who can
work alongside your Early Interventionist.

CHAPTER SIX

Early Intervention
& Support
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Individualized Support Plans for Children with AutismIndividualized Support Plans for Children with AutismIndividualized Support Plans for Children with Autism

Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA) crafts individualized support
plans for children with autism through systematic assessment,
goal setting, and tailored intervention strategies. A thorough
assessment identifies the child's strengths, challenges, and
specific targets for intervention. SMART goals are established,
guiding the development of a personalized treatment plan.

Trained therapists implement evidence-based techniques,
continuously monitoring progress through data collection and
analysis. 

Collaboration with caregivers ensures consistency and
generalization of skills across settings. Regular review and
adjustment of the support plan maintain relevance and
effectiveness. By targeting each child's unique needs, ABA
promotes meaningful improvements in skills, behaviours, and
overall quality of life.

Families are responsible for selecting an ABA center suitable
for their child. Research is crucial. Verify that the centre
employs BCBAs (Board Certified Behavior Analysts) and
investigate their treatment approaches. Not all "ABA" services in
Ontario are identical.

CHAPTER SIX

Early Intervention
& Support
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Individualized Support Plans for Children with AutismIndividualized Support Plans for Children with AutismIndividualized Support Plans for Children with Autism

For instance, Pivotal Response Treatment (PRT) is highly effective
for toddlers and preschoolers with autism due to its holistic
approach targeting pivotal areas of development. 

It focuses on crucial skills like communication, social interaction,
motivation, and self-regulation, which are pivotal for overall
development. 

PRT emphasizes naturalistic teaching methods, promoting
meaningful learning experiences in everyday contexts. Its child-
centered approach encourages active engagement, leading to
improved outcomes in communication, behaviour, and social
skills.

Discrete Trial Training (DTT) - often called “ABA” in Ontario is
beneficial for older kids with autism as it provides structured,
repetitive learning opportunities tailored to their needs. Its
systematic approach breaks down skills into manageable steps,
facilitating skill acquisition and generalization. DTT offers clear
instruction and immediate feedback, promoting consistent and
measurable progress.

PRT actively involves caregivers in therapy sessions, enabling
parents to utilize skills in everyday situations. In contrast, DTT
typically involves therapists working with the child alone, with
parents often dropping off their child for sessions.

CHAPTER SIX

Early Intervention
& Support
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Coping Strategies for Parents &Coping Strategies for Parents &Coping Strategies for Parents &
CaregiversCaregiversCaregivers

Coping strategies for parents
and caregivers of autistic
children include seeking
support from family, friends,
and support groups to share
experiences and advice. 

Educating oneself about
autism helps foster
understanding and effective
communication with the child. 

Prioritizing self-care through
activities like exercise,
relaxation techniques, and
seeking respite care allows
caregivers to recharge and
manage stress. 

CHAPTER SEVEN

Parenting Tips &
Resources
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Establishing routines and
clear expectations helps
create a structured
environment for the child.
Celebrating small victories
and seeking professional help
when needed fosters
resilience and a positive
outlook. 

Lastly, maintaining open
communication with the
child's healthcare team
ensures access to resources
and support tailored to the
child's needs.
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Building a Support NetworkBuilding a Support NetworkBuilding a Support Network

Parents can build a support network by connecting with other
parents of autistic children through local support groups, online
forums, or social media platforms. *Please ensure that you
surround yourself with supportive communities, avoiding
those that focus solely on complaints and negativity.

Seeking guidance from healthcare professionals, therapists, and
educators helps access resources and expertise. 

Engaging with community organizations and advocacy groups
provides additional support and information. 

Building relationships with family members, friends, and
neighbours who understand and accept the child's needs fosters
a sense of belonging and reduces isolation. 

By actively seeking and nurturing relationships within their
community, parents can establish a strong support network to
navigate the challenges of raising a child with autism.

CHAPTER SEVEN

Parenting Tips &
Resources
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- PIVOTAL MINDS

CONCLUSION

Understanding the red flags and developmental milestones
associated with autism spectrum disorder is crucial for early
detection and intervention. By recognizing the signs early and
accessing appropriate support and services, individuals with
autism can reach their full potential and thrive. Remember, every
child is unique, and early intervention tailored to their needs can
make a significant difference in their journey.

Embrace Your
Journey
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