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Background & Purpose 

The North Carolina Act Early Program is a statewide campaign associated with the national 

“Learn the Signs. Act Early” program run by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 

(CDC).  The CDC began this initiative to improve early identification of developmental 

disabilities so that children and their families can get needed services and supports as early as 

possible to optimize their children’s developmental outcomes.   

Method of Delivery 

The North Carolina Act Early website is being developed in collaboration with Dr. Rebecca 

Edmondson Pretzel, who serves as the North Carolina Act Early Ambassador, and the North 

Carolina Autism Alliance.  It is part of the North Carolina Act Early Program’s mission to provide 

resources to promote routine developmental screening and early identification of 

developmental delays and disabilities among young children statewide.  The website will 

support educational content, including information regarding typical developmental milestones, 

early warning signs of developmental disabilities, screening and diagnostic services for young 
children, and important resources for families and providers. 

Target Audience 

The website serves as a resource for all caregivers, family members of children who have or 

are at risk for developmental disabilities, service providers, educators, and community 

members who are involved in settings with young children. 

Materials 

The content for the North Carolina Act Early website is almost finalized.  An early preview of 

portions of the website’s content follows.  Information for the website has been gathered from the 

CDC’s “Learn the Signs. Act Early” campaign as well as training materials from the Carolina 

Institute for Developmental Disabilities and the North Carolina Autism Alliance. 
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About North Carolina Act Early 
The North Carolina Act Early program is a statewide campaign associated with the national “Learn 
the Signs. Act Early.” program run by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC).  The CDC 
began this initiative to improve early identification of autism  spectrum disorder (ASD) and other 
developmental disabilities so that children and their families can get needed services and supports as 
early as possible to optimize their children’s developmental outcomes.  For access  to free  CDC 
handouts and materials, take the CDC Act Early website tour.  The NC Act Early website was 
developed in collaboration with the North Carolina Autism Alliance. 
 
  

 
North Carolina Act Early Ambassador 
The Act Early Ambassador project is a collaborative effort developed by the CDC’s National Center on Birth Defects and 
Developmental disabilities (NCBDDD), the Health Resources and Services Administration’s (HRSA) Maternal and Child 
Health Bureau (MCHB), the Association of University Centers on Disabilities (AUCD), and the Association of Maternal and 
Child Health Programs (AMCHP).  The collaborative aims to promote a network of state-level experts to help improve early 
identification practices.   

  
Rebecca Edmondson Pretzel, Ph.D., serves as the Act Early Ambassador in North Carolina.  She 
is a psychologist and Director of Services at the Carolina Institute for Developmental Disabilities at the 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.  Dr. Edmondson Pretzel's primary clinical and research 
activities are focused on the screening, assessment, and treatment of young children with or at risk 
for developmental delays or disabilities, including ASD, and their families.   
  

About Us 

In collaboration with the  Autism Alliance of NC and the CDC’s “Learn the Signs. Act Early.” Campaign 

http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/actearly/index.html
http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/actearly/index.html
http://www.med.unc.edu/ahs/pearls/service/community-screening-network
http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/actearly/
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Information for Everyone 

A main goal  of the North Carolina Act Early Project is to help caregivers and child service providers 
become familiar with topics related to general child development and developmental disabilities, 
such as autism spectrum disorder (ASD).  Please explore a topic by clicking on a link below: 
 

 

Important Developmental Terms 

 

Developmental Milestones 

 

Autism Spectrum Disorder 

 

Frequently Asked Questions  
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http://www.med.unc.edu/ahs/pearls/service/community-screening-network
http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/actearly/
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Information for Families 

We encourage you to visit our Information for Everyone page to review important information 
regarding general child development and developmental disabilities.  If you are a parent or caregiver 
who is concerned about your child’s development, please click on the links below to learn more 
about beginning the evaluation process for your child: 
 

 

Tips for Parents and Caregivers 

 

Developmental Service Providers for Children Under Age 3 

 

Developmental Service Providers for Children  Ages 3 to 5 

 

Frequently Asked Questions 

 

Educational Materials and Resources 
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http://www.med.unc.edu/ahs/pearls/service/community-screening-network
http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/actearly/
http://www.cdc.gov/actearly
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Information for Professionals 

We encourage family care providers, physicians, educators, and other professionals to explore 
the topics below to learn more about how families can be assisted when there are concerns 
regarding a child’s development.  We also encourage you to visit our Information for Everyone 
page to review important information regarding general child development and developmental 
disabilities: 
 

 

Tips for Providers 

 

Screening Information 

 

Educational Materials and Resources 

In collaboration with the  Autism Alliance of NC and the CDC’s “Learn the Signs. Act Early.” Campaign 

Click here to access free educational 

materials through the CDC 

http://www.med.unc.edu/ahs/pearls/service/community-screening-network
http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/actearly/


 
 

Home About Us Information Resources Autism Alliance 

Search 

It’s important for all families, caregivers, and service providers to know about general childhood 
development and early warning signs of possible developmental problems , such as autism spectrum 
disorder (ASD), in order to identify children who are at risk for intellectual/developmental 
disabilities.  The first step towards learning about these topics is to understand the difference 
between important developmental terms. 

  

Important Developmental Terms 

Test your knowledge! Click on the questions below to reveal the answers: 
 

 

What are developmental milestones?  

 

What is developmental monitoring versus screening?   

 

What is a developmental delay?   

 

What is a developmental disability?   

 

What is an autism spectrum disorder? 

In collaboration with the  Autism Alliance of NC and the CDC’s “Learn the Signs. Act Early.” Campaign 

See related topics: 
 

Developmental 

Milestones 

 

Autism Spectrum 

Disorder 

 

Frequently Asked 

Questions 

http://www.med.unc.edu/ahs/pearls/service/community-screening-network
http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/actearly/
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Developmental milestones are skills such as taking a first step, smiling for the first time, and saying a first 
word.  Children reach milestones related to motor skills (e.g., crawling, walking), talking, playing, behaving, 
and learning.  Take the Act Early Challenge and test your knowledge of milestones by taking the quiz below! 

Developmental Milestones 

Click on the age of your child to view important milestones: 

• 2 months   
• 4 months 
• 6 months 
• 9 months 
• 1 year 
• 18 months 
• 2 years 
• 3 years 
• 4 years 
• 5 years 
• Download  all the CDC milestones checklists 
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See related topics: 
 

Developmental 

Terms 

 

Autism Spectrum 

Disorder 

 

Frequently Asked 

Questions 

Take the Act Early Challenge and test your 

knowledge of developmental milestones! 

http://www.med.unc.edu/ahs/pearls/service/community-screening-network
http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/actearly/
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Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a developmental disability characterized by impairments in social interactions and 
communication, as well as restricted, repetitive, and stereotyped patterns of behavior, interests, and activities.  To be 
diagnosed, symptoms must be present during early development and cause clinically significant impairment in social, 
occupational, or other important areas of current functioning. 

Autism Spectrum Disorder 

Diagnostic Criteria  for Autism Spectrum Disorder  (ASD):  Both parts of the following diagnostic criteria must be met. 
 

Persistent deficits in social communication and social interaction across multiple contexts,  manifested by the following: 
 

• Deficits in social-emotional reciprocity, including abnormal social approach, reduced sharing of interests, emotions, or affect, or 
failure to initiate or respond to social interactions. 

• Deficits in nonverbal communicative behaviors, used for social interaction, including poorly integrated verbal and nonverbal 
communication, abnormalities in eye contact and body language, deficits in understanding and use of gestures, or total lack of 
facial expressions and nonverbal communication. 

• Deficits in developing, maintaining, and understanding relationships, including difficulties adjusting behavior to suit various social 
contexts, difficulties in sharing imaginative play or in making friends, or absence of interest in peers. 

In collaboration with the  Autism Alliance of NC and the CDC’s “Learn the Signs. Act Early.” Campaign 

See related topics: 
 

Red Flags for 

Autism Spectrum 

Disorder 

 

Screening 

Information 

 

Frequently Asked 

Questions 

Diagnostic information summarized from: Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition.  Arlington, VA, American Psychiatric Association, 2013 

Restricted, repetitive patterns of behavior, interests, or activities, manifested by at least  two of the following: 
 

• Stereotyped or repetitive motor movements, use of objects, or speech (e.g., repetitive mannerisms, lining up toys, echolalia, idiosyncratic phrases). 
• Insistence on sameness, inflexible adherence to routines, or ritualized patterns of  verbal or nonverbal behavior (e.g., extreme distress in reaction to small 

changes, difficulties with transitions, rigid thinking patterns, need to complete same routine every day). 
• Highly restricted, fixated interests that are abnormal in intensity or focus (e.g., strong attachment or preoccupation with unusual objects, excessively 

perseverative interests). 
• Hyper- or hyporeactivity to sensory input or unusual interest in sensory aspects of the environment (e.g., indifference to pain/temperature, adverse 

response to specific sounds or textures, excessive fascination with smelling, touching, or visually inspecting objects). 

http://www.med.unc.edu/ahs/pearls/service/community-screening-network
http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/actearly/
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Red Flags for Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) in Young Children 

The following warning signs are associated with risk for developmental disabilities, such as autism spectrum disorder 
(ASD), in young children.  If your child exhibits the warning signs below, contact your pediatrician or local CDSA to get 
your child evaluated:   
 

• Does not babble or coo by 10 months of age 
• Does not use gestures, such as pointing, waving, or reaching by 12 months of age 
• Does not use words by 15 months (for girls) or 18 months (for boys) 
• Does not follow simple directions by 24 months of age 
• Does not use two-word phrases by 2 years of age and there are other concerns about his/her comprehension, 

speech, or use of gestures 
• Does not point to show things by or look at objects when another person points 
• Has language or play skills below those of his/her typically developing peers 
• Difficulty engaging with others during social interactions and preference for being alone 
• Avoidance of eye contact or touch 
• Repeating or echoing of words or phrases said to them in place of spontaneous language 
• Difficulty engaging in pretend play 
• Repetitive  hand or body movements 
• Insistence on specific rituals or routines and difficulty adapting to changes in routine 
• Overly intense or unusual interests, which may include interest in parts of objects 
• Unusual reactions to specific smells, tastes, textures, visuals, or sounds 
• Loss of language or social skills 
• If a child has a sibling with ASD, he/she may be at higher risk for developing ASD 

In collaboration with the  Autism Alliance of NC and the CDC’s “Learn the Signs. Act Early.” Campaign 

See related topics: 
 

Tips for Parents and 
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http://www.med.unc.edu/ahs/pearls/service/community-screening-network
http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/actearly/
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Below are some common questions that caregivers and providers often have about autism spectrum disorder 
(ASD).  Scroll over a question below to view the answer. 

Frequently Asked Questions 

How Common is ASD?  

 

How is ASD diagnosed?   

 

What is the difference between autism and autism spectrum disorder (ASD)? 

 

How is ASD treated? 

 

How might ASD impact my child’s learning? 

 

What should I do if my child exhibits early warning signs or developmental delays? 

 

Who should I contact to start the evaluation process? 

In collaboration with the  Autism Alliance of NC and the CDC’s “Learn the Signs. Act Early.” Campaign 

See related topics: 
 

Developmental Terms 

 

Developmental 

Milestones 

 

Autism Spectrum 

Disorder 

 

Red Flags for ASD 

http://www.med.unc.edu/ahs/pearls/service/community-screening-network
http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/actearly/
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Tips for Concerned Parents and Caregivers 
If you have concerns regarding your child’s development and would like to have your child screened or 
evaluated, it can be helpful to:  
• Observe your child’s development in relation to other children of the same age (e.g., at childcare, 

preschool) 
• Talk with your child’s primary care physician, early care provider, and family members to see if they have 

any concerns 
• Take notes or “data” based on observations you have made of  your child 
• Give examples of concerning behaviors when discussing them with service providers 
• Trust your instincts 
• Request a developmental screening or evaluation 
• Be persistent if others doubt your concerns—parents are their child’s best advocates! 

 
 

Education for Parents and Caregivers 
The following free educational materials  are available through the CDC’s website and may be helpful for 
parents and caregivers to review if they suspect their child shows signs of a developmental disability: 
• Concerned about Development? How to Help Your Child worksheet 
• Concerned about Development?  How to Talk with the Doctor worksheet 
• Watch the Baby Steps: “Learn the Signs. Act Early.” video 
• Visit the CDC’s webpage for  concerned caregivers 
 
 

Tips for Parents and Caregivers 

In collaboration with the  Autism Alliance of NC and the CDC’s “Learn the Signs. Act Early.” Campaign 

See related topics: 
 

Services from  

birth to age 3 

 

Services for ages  

3 to 5 

 

Frequently Asked 

Questions 

 

Resources 

http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/actearly/pdf/help_pdfs/cdc_helpchild_combined.pdf
http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/actearly/pdf/help_pdfs/cdc_talktodoctor.pdf
http://www.cdc.gov/CDCtv/BabySteps/
http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/actearly/concerned.html
http://www.med.unc.edu/ahs/pearls/service/community-screening-network
http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/actearly/
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NC Department of Health and Human Services Infant-Toddler Program 
Families with children under the age of three who have been identified as having a developmental 
delay or established condition may be eligible to receive supports and services through the Infant-
Toddler Program (ITP).  There are sixteen Children’s Developmental Services Agencies (CDSAs) 
throughout North Carolina that are part of the statewide North Carolina Infant-Toddler Program (ITP).   
 
 
 

Services for Infants and Children Under 3 Years Old 

In collaboration with the  Autism Alliance of NC and the CDC’s “Learn the Signs. Act Early.” Campaign 

See related topics: 
 

Tips for Caregivers 

 

Services for ages  

3 to 5 

 

Frequently Asked 

Questions 

 

Resources 
The CDSAs are dedicated to providing support to families with children from birth 
to age three who have developmental delays or who are at risk for developmental 
problems.  If you have concerns regarding your infant or toddler’s development or 
if you have a child under age 3 with special developmental needs, you can start a 
referral or determine your eligibility by contacting your county’s local CDSA.  
Please click  here for a list of offices throughout North Carolina.  You can also find 
more information by visiting the Infant-Toddler Program website.  

http://www.med.unc.edu/ahs/pearls/service/community-screening-network
http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/actearly/
http://www.beearly.nc.gov/
http://www.beearly.nc.gov./
http://www.beearly.nc.gov./
http://www.beearly.nc.gov./
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Eligibility 
A child and family may be eligible to receive supports and services through the NC Infant-Toddler Program (ITP) 
if the child is under the age of three and has certain levels of developmental delay or has an established 
condition. 
 
A child with a developmental delay is not developing and reaching milestones like other children.  A 
developmental delay can occur in one or more of the following areas: 
• Thinking and learning (cognitive skills) 
• Crawling, walking, and moving (motor skills) 
• Seeing, hearing, and health 
• Understanding and using sounds, gestures, and words (speech-language skills) 
• Responding to and developing relationships (social development) 
• Taking care of one’s self when doing things like feeding or dressing (adaptive skills) 
 
A child with an established condition has a diagnosed health condition that will very likely cause a 
developmental delay.  Some examples of established conditions include: 
• Genetic disorders, such as Down syndrome or cystic fibrosis 
• Congenital infections, such as HIV or rubella 
• Central nervous system disorders, such as cerebral palsy or epilepsy 
• Hearing loss and/or vision problems 
• Autism spectrum disorder 
  
Please refer to the NC Infant-Toddler Program eligibility document for a complete definition of eligibility 
requirements. 
 

Services for Infants and Children Under 3 Years Old 

In collaboration with the  Autism Alliance of NC and the CDC’s “Learn the Signs. Act Early.” Campaign 

See related topics: 
 

Tips for Caregivers 

 

Services for ages  

3 to 5 

 

Frequently Asked 

Questions 

 

Resources 

http://www.beearly.nc.gov/data/files/pdf/EligibilityDefn.pdf
http://www.beearly.nc.gov/data/files/pdf/EligibilityDefn.pdf
http://www.beearly.nc.gov/data/files/pdf/EligibilityDefn.pdf
http://www.beearly.nc.gov/data/files/pdf/EligibilityDefn.pdf
http://www.med.unc.edu/ahs/pearls/service/community-screening-network
http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/actearly/


 
 

Home About Us Information Resources Autism Alliance 

Search 

 
Child Find 
Child Find is a national resource that provides screening and evaluation services for children under the age 
of 3.  Child Find also assists young children with special needs and their families who are in need of an early 
intervention program (Part C of IDEA) or preschool special education services (Part B/619 of IDEA).  For 
more information, please visit the Child Find program website. 
 
 
Local Interagency Coordinating Councils (LICCs) 
Local Interagency Coordinating Councils (LICCs) are county-specific advisory boards that seek to inform all 
families about early intervention services.  Local service providers and parents can participate and work 
together to accomplish this goal as members of their local council.  Council members typically raise public 
awareness materials, support interagency partnerships, promote family involvement in community events, 
and support community efforts that involve children with special needs and their families.  For more 
information, visit the North Carolina LICC website.  

Services for Infants and Children Under 3 Years Old 
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http://ec.ncpublicschools.gov/policies/project-child-find
http://www.beearly.nc.gov/index.php/icc/licc
http://www.med.unc.edu/ahs/pearls/service/community-screening-network
http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/actearly/
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Exceptional Children Preschool Programs 
The North Carolina Exceptional Children Preschool Program is responsible for conducting no-cost developmental 
screenings and evaluations for children between the ages of three and five, who are not yet eligible for 
kindergarten. 
  
Children between the ages of three to five who are eligible for Part B (Preschool) services may include children 
with: 
• Developmental delay 
• Autism spectrum disorder 
• Deaf-blindness 
• Deafness or hard of hearing 
• Multiple disabilities 
• Other health impaired 
• Orthopedic impairment 
• Speech or language impairment 
• Traumatic Brain Injury 
• Visual impairment, including blindness 
  
To make a referral, you can contact your Exceptional Children Preschool Coordinator through your local school 
district or contact your school principal to set up an appointment for a developmental screening or referral.  You 
may be asked to supply proof that your child is at least three years of age (e.g., birth certificate) and to submit a 
formal written request for further evaluation to start the referral process with your preschool individualized 
education program (IEP) team.  More information regarding this process can be found through the North Carolina 
Office of Early Learning website at: http://www.ncpublicschools.org/earlylearning  
 

Services for Children Ages 3 to 5 
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http://www.ncpublicschools.org/earlylearning
http://www.med.unc.edu/ahs/pearls/service/community-screening-network
http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/actearly/
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The Provider’s Role 
If you are a service provider who works with families who have young children, you have an important role in educating 
caregivers and assisting families who have children with developmental concerns. 
  
How can you carefully talk with families about developmental disabilities, such as autism spectrum 

disorder  (ASD)? 
• Listen to parents 
• If a parent or other professional mentions concerns about a child, do not rule out possible developmental disabilities, 

including ASD, if you are not an experienced clinician 
• Explain concerning behaviors/red flags before discussing a possible developmental disability or autism with a parent 
• Take a look at the free handouts and materials  available through the CDC’s website, which can be helpful  when discussing 

a possible developmental disability with families 
• For more helpful tips, view the Autism Speaks Talking to Parents About Autism action kit and video 

Tips for Providers 

In collaboration with the  Autism Alliance of NC and the CDC’s “Learn the Signs. Act Early.” Campaign 

See related topics: 
 

Screening 

Information 

 

Developmental 

Milestones 

 

Resources 

Education for Providers 
To educate yourself about developmental disabilities, including ASD, consider reviewing the following materials: 
• Early child education and care providers are encouraged to access the  CDC’s Watch Me! Celebrating Milestones and Sharing Concerns and  

Autism Case Training, which are free web-based continuing education courses 
• For healthcare and service providers, refer to the CDC’s Birth to 5: Watch Me Thrive! A Compendium of Screening Measures for Young Children.  
• Access free educational resources and materials through the CDC’s Learn the Signs. Act Early website 
• Explore the Autism Internet Modules, which are web-based video  modules on a variety of  topics. 
 
Other Ways to Participate in Your Community 
Providers are encouraged to learn more about and participate in local Child Find efforts in your community.   For more information on how to get 
involved, visit the Child Find website or contact your Local Interagency Coordinating Council (LICC).   

http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/childdevelopment/freematerials.html
http://www.autismspeaks.org/whatisit/talking_to_parents_action_kit.php#top
http://www.autismspeaks.org/whatisit/talking_to_parents_action_kit.php#top
http://www.med.unc.edu/ahs/pearls/service/community-screening-network
http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/actearly/
http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/watchmetraining/
http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/actearly/autism/
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/ecd/screening_compendium_march2014.pdf
http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/childdevelopment/freematerials.html
http://www.autisminternetmodules.org/
http://ec.ncpublicschools.gov/policies/project-child-find
http://www.beearly.nc.gov/index.php/icc/licc
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Professional Recommendations 
The American Academy of Pediatrics recommends routine developmental  screening at 9-month, 18-month,  
and 30-month well-child visits.  In addition, screening for potential autism spectrum disorder (ASD) symptoms 
should be conducted at 18-month and 24-month (or 30-month) well-child visits. 
 
 

Screening Information 
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Developmental Screening Measures 
The following are types of validated screening evaluations that your provider may use:  
• Ages & Stages Questionnaire, Third Edition (ASQ-3) 
• Brigance Early Childhood Screens 
• Communication and Symbolic Behavior Scales Developmental Profile (CSBS DP) Infant-Toddler Checklist - Download for free 
• Developmental Assessment of Young Children, Second Edition (DAYC-2) 
• Early Screening Profiles 
• FirstSTEP 
• Learning Accomplishment Profile, Diagnostic Screens 
• Modified Checklist for Autism in Toddlers (M-CHAT-RF) - Download for free  
• Parents’ Evaluation of Developmental Status 
• Pervasive Developmental Disorders Screening Test-II (PDDST-II) 
• Screening Tool for Autism in Two-Year-Olds (STAT) 
• Social Communication Questionnaire (SCQ) 

 
For more information regarding developmental screening measures, access the CDC’s Birth to 5: Watch Me Thrive! A compendium 
of Screening Measures for Young Children. 

http://www.med.unc.edu/ahs/pearls/service/community-screening-network
http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/actearly/
http://www.brookespublishing.com/resource-center/screening-and-assessment/csbs/csbs-dp/csbs-dp-itc/
http://www.brookespublishing.com/resource-center/screening-and-assessment/csbs/csbs-dp/csbs-dp-itc/
https://www.m-chat.org/
https://www.google.com/?gws_rd=ssl#q=Developmental+Assessment+of+Young+Children%2C+2nd+Edition
https://www.google.com/?gws_rd=ssl#q=Developmental+Assessment+of+Young+Children%2C+2nd+Edition

