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Introduction 
I am going to be discussing Developmental co-ordination disorder, or DCD. 

According to the NHS (2023a) many people in the UK use the term dyspraxia to refer to 
DCD, but the term dyspraxia is used less often by healthcare professionals, because 
the term dyspraxia can have several meanings.  

I will be using the term DCD throughout this presentation. 

I will start by defining what DCD is. According to Brookes (2007) it refers  to the way that 
the brain works in a different and less precise way. The University of Edinburgh (2021a) 
states that everyone with DCD is different, but their fine motor and often their gross 
motor skills are impacted, and their ability to organise and remember information may 
also be impacted. Klein et al. (2023) states that DCD is a neurodevelopmental 
disorder, that is characterised by significant difficulty in learning motor skills and 
performing tasks. Brookes (2007) states that the organization of planned movement is 
impaired. 

Children with DCD often have other conditions, such as speech and language 
problems, Autism, Dyslexia, or ADHD (NHS, 2023d) and the University of Edinburgh 
(2021b) states that children with DCD may have sensory processing differences, such 
as displaying sensory avoiding behaviours or sensory seeking behaviours. 

According to the University of Edinburg (2021a) Around I in 20 children has DCD. 
Jurus et al. (2011) state that approximately 6% of children aged 5-11 years have DCD.  

According to Gibbs et al. (2006) boys are four times as likely to have DCD that girls. 

What causes DCD? 
The exact cause of DCD is not known, but a child’s likelihood of developing DCD is 
increased if they are born prematurely, born with a low birth weight, have a family 
history of DCD, or if the mother drinks alcohol or uses illegal drugs during pregnancy 
(NHS, 2023a,, Gibbs et al., 2006). 
 

What are the signs and symptoms of DCD? 
The first indication of DCD is often apparent in infancy with delays in reaching  
developmental milestones, such as taking longer to sit, crawl or walk. 
As children get older, they may develop more noticeable physical symptoms, such as 
having difficulty running, handling a ball, or writing (NHS, 2023b). 
This is when DCD may first be suspected. Children may be described as ‘clumsy’ or 
‘awkward’ (Gibbs et al., 2006,, NHS, 2023b).  
DCD can negatively affect a child’s social and emotional development (Blank et al., 
2019,, Farmer et al., 2017,, Klein et al., 2023). It is essential for practitioners and 
parents to avoid terms that may cause a child to feel negatively about themselves. 
Children may also have difficulties beyond motor skill difficulties, such as speaking, 
staying focussed, following instructions, sitting still, or completing tasks (University of 
Edinburgh, 2021a).  
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Diagnosis of DCD 

It is essential that DCD is diagnosed promptly to enable support to be provided as soon 
as possible. According to Gibbs et al. (2006) early intervention is more likely to improve 
the coordination and motor skills of children with DCD, and this improvement is more 
likely to be sustained. 

Early help may prevent children from falling further behind their peers, thus having a 
positive impact on their self -esteem (Gibbs et al., 2006).  
 
If a child displays signs of DCD it is essential for practitioners to discuss this with their 
parents and the setting’s SENDCO and to seek parental consent to make a referral. 
Practitioners working with children must be mindful of the relevant legislation that they 
must adhere to, such as The SEND Code of Practice (2015). This legislation states that 
professionals must consider the views of children and their parents, and early 
identification of needs and early intervention improve outcomes for children. 
Practitioners should also be aware that children with SEND may be more vulnerable to 
abuse, and less likely to report abuse (NSPCC, 2022). 
The SEND code of Practice (2015) states that providers are required to have 
arrangements in place to identify and support children with SEND. 
Practitioners must complete the Statutory Progress Check at age two, and highlight to 
parents any concerns about a child’s progress. Reception teachers must also complete 
the Early Years Foundation Stage Profile to assess a child’s level of development 
against the Early Learning Goals, and share this with parents and Year 1 teachers to 
plan for the child’s future learning (Early Years Statutory Framework, 2025). 

 
When a referral is made, the child will be seen by a specialist paediatrician, who will 
examine the child’s medical history, particularly their birth and the mother’s pregnancy, 
and consider if the child’s mental ability is within typical range for their age, to discount 
other potential conditions. A paediatric physiotherapist will then assess the child’s 
physical capabilities through a ‘norm-referenced assessment of their motor skills’. The 
assessment often used is called the ‘Movement ABC’ (NHS 2023c). 

According to NHS Wales (2025), the Movement Assessment Battery for Children 
requires a child to perform a series of motor tasks, which either test manual dexterity, 
aiming and catching, or balance. This generates a score, that will indicate the level of 
motor difficulty that the child faces. 
If the child’s motor skills are significantly below the level expected for their age, and this 
significantly affects their ability to carry out day-day activities, a diagnosis of DCD will 
be made (NHS, 2023c).   
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Barriers faced by children with DCD 

Children with DCD can face many potential barriers to their learning and development. 
It is vital that these barriers are recognised, so that practitioners, parents and other 
professionals involved with the child can mitigate for the barriers and ensure that the 
child is enabled to achieve the best possible outcomes as they are entitled to do so 
(SEND code of Practice , 2015). The UNCRC Article 23 makes clear the rights of 
children with a Special Educational Need or Disability. 

A significant barrier is with the recognition and diagnosis of DCD. 
DCD is often referred to as dyspraxia, leading to some confusion about the condition. 
Also,  diagnosis of DCD can be problematic. As with identifying any special educational 
need, the role of parents and/or practitioners is crucial. Adults must have the 
experience and knowledge of child development to recognise that a child is not 
displaying typical development for their age, and be aware of DCD, in order for this to 
be investigated. 
Once DCD is suspected, parents may be reluctant to consent to a referral for specialist 
help because of a lack of understanding or the potential stigma of having a child with 
SEND. 
According to Licari et al. (2021) children with DCD often face an  extensive wait for a 
diagnosis and for therapy. Klein et al. (2023) agrees that parents can struggle to access 
support.  

Once support is sought, another potential barrier is that although the Movement ABC is 
the most common assessment used by the NHS, Crawford et al. (2001) discus how 
there are several different tests that professionals may use to identify DCD in children, 
and that there is not a single agreed test. This means that DCD may not be diagnosed 
consistently. 

Another difficulty with the process of diagnosis is that a definite diagnosis of DCD in not 
usually possible before a child is aged 5 (NHS, 2023c).  
If a child with DCD has not been diagnosed with DCD, then they may not be receiving 
the support that they need. According to the NHS (2023b) children with DCD may have 
difficulties with poor attention, struggle with organisational skills and have difficulty 
following instructions. Children may be wrongly assumed to have other conditions or  
labelled negatively, which may affect their mental health and well-being. Research by 
Jarus et al. (2011) found that children with DCD tended to choose activities that were 
quieter and more socially isolated. This could be because they felt rejected by others or 
because they segregated themselves because of feelings of inadequacy or sensory 
processing differences. Brown (2021) discuses the effect of the words used to describe 
students, and concludes that professionals should refer to the child first, before their 
disability. 
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Physical barriers may also affect a child with DCD. 
Gibbs et al. (2006) state that children with DCD can have difficulty in all aspects of 
daily living. 
Children may find it hard to feed themselves, get dressed independently, manage their 
own personal care, and playground activities can be tricky, such as having difficulty 
with throwing, catching or kicking a ball. As well as  jumping, climbing, or even running 
(NHS, 2023b). 
Children with DCD can also find academic life more challenging. Holding a pencil, 
forming letters and numbers, cutting with scissors, painting, removing and replacing  
lids from pens and glue sticks,  and copying from the board, can all pose a challenge for 
a child with DCD, who has motor skills difficulties. 
Continually finding tasks more difficult than their peers, and producing drawings or 
writing that is less precise and looks immature in comparison to their peers can have a 
detrimental effect on a child’s self esteem. It is important that practitioners implement 
strategies to support children with DCD. 

 

Strategies to support children with DCD 
Engelsman and Verbecque (2021) state that “the ultimate goal in intervention in 
children with DCD is to lessen the impact of the disorder on well-being and daily 
functioning.” 
 

Strategies to support children with DCD include:  

• The task -oriented approach, where specific activities that cause difficulty are 
identified and strategies are then implemented to help. 

• The body-function or process-oriented approach, where activities that are 
aimed at improving general motor skills are undertaken. 

• Alternative therapies, such as supplements of fatty acids, vitamin E, or 
methylphenidate. 

According to the findings of Smits-Engelsman et al. (2012), there is strong evidence to 
recommend the task-oriented approach, with little evidence to support the process-
oriented approach or alternative therapies, so I will be exploring the potential benefits 
of the task-oriented approach. This approach is backed up by NHS Guidance (NHS, 
2023d), although Engelsman and Verbecque (2021) also agree, they go on to argue the 
need for high quality intervention trials and evaluation of the long-term effects of 
activity-oriented interventions. The need for further research is echoed by Nikechi et al. 
(2016) and Shoemaker and Smits-Engelsman (2015) who also agree that the task-
oriented approach is preferable. 
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What does this actually mean in practise? 
An example may be that a child has difficulty with a particular movement or action. The 
practitioner should try to simplify the action or break down the movement into 
segments, to practice each part individually, with the practitioner offering guidance, 
support and encouragement. Once the child has mastered each part, the sequence 
can gradually be bought together.  

Adapting tasks to a child’s skill level will lead to positive engagement  (Engelsman and 
Verbecque ,2021). 
A practitioner could also modify equipment, for example; offering a marker to write 
with, that requires the child to apply less pressure than a pencil, or a pencil grip to help 
the child to grip the pencil in a more effective way. 
Adapting activities, such as making words with magnets rather than having to write 
them if this is difficult, or allowing children to use technology to record their work can 
enable participation. 
Keyboard skills can be important, particularly if the child will use technology for exams 
later on. 

 

Conclusion 
Early recognition, diagnosis and intervention is essential for children with DCD to 
receive the support that they need and are entitled to. Inclusive practitioners should 
recognise each child as unique (EYFS Statutory Framework, 2025) and enable them to 
achieve the best possible outcomes (SEND Code of Practice, 2015). 
DCD can be difficult to recognise and the process of diagnosis can be tenuous, but with 
the right support, children with DCD can be the very best that they can be. 

Share poem by Katharine Jones, age 9, who has DCD. 

Thank you for listening, does anyone have any questions? 
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