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Fact sheet 62 - Developmental domains and stages of 

development 

A guide for teacher aides, teachers and parent helpers 

TAs also need to know the 5 main developmental domains. These domains are 

commonly used for planning purposes as well as to identify students who need 

additional support.  

You can think of domains as being like subjects such as maths and science, but they 

are much broader. Note that teachers often combine the 4th and 5th domain in practice. 

Physical domain 

The physical domain refers to a person’s ability to use their body to complete tasks 

such as balancing, coordinating, running and lifting. It is usually divided into two 

sections: gross motor skills, such as catching and throwing, and fine motor skills such 

as writing, typing and drawing.  

A common problem in the early years is the development of handwriting skills which 

is a complex and challenging fine motor skill.  

Language domain 

The language domain refers to a person’s ability to communicate with other people by 

using and interpreting language.  

Language includes vocabulary, grammar, style (formal and informal for example), non-

verbal messages, and the ability to hear, process and respond to language from 

others. 

Cognitive domain 

The cognitive domain involves intellectual development in particular the ability to 

analyse and problem solve. The word ‘cognitive’ simply means ‘to think’ or ‘of the 

mind’.  
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Children who have delays in this domain tend to struggle in all subject areas compared 

to their peers. This is because their ability to process, connect and retain information 

is limited. 

Social and emotional domain (sometimes called the psychological domain)  

The social and emotional domain refers to skills such as playing with others, sharing 

and co-operating, building friendships, forming attachments, self-confidence, self-

awareness, and managing a person’s own emotions and feelings e.g. acting 

appropriately when frustrated or annoyed at someone.  

 

Stages of development 

Related to the developmental domains are the stages of development. Children are 

expected to develop at certain rates for each domain and in a general sense. You 

don’t need to become an expert on the stages of development for every domain, but 

you do need to be aware of the concept as these terms are commonly used in the 

industry (for example, you may work with an ‘early childhood’ teacher). 

First, what is ‘development’? Development simply means to get better at something 

just as a building is ‘developed’ by a ‘developer’. In education circles, development 

usually refers to the developmental domains on the previous page and is usually 

discussed in terms of a developmental delay.  

A developmental delay simply means that a child is not achieving to the expected level 

for their age. The delay could be temporary such as happens after prolonged 

absences, or it could be more long-term and permanent such as is the case with some 

disabilities and disorders. 

There are 3 stages of development, each described below: 

Early Childhood 

The early childhood phase is considered the schooling years from k-2 (kindergarten, 

year 1 and 2). Play is instinctive, spontaneous and very important for children during 

their early years. Playing next to others, with others, and both individually and 

cooperatively should be encouraged as often as possible.  
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Early childhood programs typically involve: 

• curiosity 

• creativity 

• communication  

• observation 

• manipulation of materials 

• building and making 

• drawing and designing  

• exploration  

• risk taking and responsibility i.e. sandpit challenges 

• the development of early literacy and numeracy skills 

• experimentation and problem-solving 

• child-centred experiences 

• the use of indoor and outdoor spaces 

• the development of routines  

• reflections on own learning, thoughts and experiences. 

Middle childhood 

The middle childhood phase is considered to be grade 3 through to grade 6. At this 

age, children may appear quite young while others more mature. Changes due to 

puberty occurs later in this stage (starting around Year 5/6 for girls and Year 6/7 for 

boys) and has significant impacts on all domains. Children at this stage require: 

• clear communication, instructions and expectations 

• rules and reasons for rules 

• to be part of the decision-making process 

• assistance and encouragement to build self-esteem 

• social activities such as learning opportunities via games and competitions 

• model behaviours from adults such as sportsmanship. 

The middle years sees further development of investigative and inquiry skills. Children 

ask questions about the world and have more confidence in finding the answers 

themselves from a variety of sources. 
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Middle childhood programs often focus on: 

• the development of literacy and numeracy skills  

• individual and group work opportunities 

• access to a wide range of resources, opinions and sources 

• prediction-making and investigation 

• testing of theories and evaluating findings 

• the use of technology for specific purposes 

• questioning of information and perspectives 

• reflection on own learning, abilities, ideas and beliefs. 

Adolescence 

The adolescent phase can be divided into the early adolescent phase (Years 7-10), 

and the late adolescent phase (Years 10-12). At this phase, students: 

• are self-conscious and need privacy 

• want to be more independent 

• require room to learn independently and to make their own mistakes  

• place a high value on friends and social groups 

• still require rules but can interact cooperatively without guidance and 

supervision. 

During both stages of adolescence, children will explore the different learning areas in 

much more depth and may pursue these subject areas right through to their final years 

of compulsory schooling. Career paths and job prospects will become increasingly 

important. Specialist teachers deliver content in each of the main subject areas (as 

opposed to earlier stages where the same teacher delivers all core subjects). 

Learning strategies for this phase may include: 

• explicit instruction 

• collaborative and cooperative learning 

• demonstration of expert models 

• use of technology as a core learning tool 

• inquiry and problem-solving approaches 

• critical thinking such a reasoning and arguing an idea. 


