
 

1 
 

MARQUETTE UNIVERSITY ATHLETIC & HUMAN PERFORMANCE RESEARCH CENTER 

Not Just Clumsiness— 
Recognizing Developmental Coordination Disorder 

08/17/2021 
Written by: Jane Layden, Graduate Student in Speech Pathology & Audiology 
Mentor: Dr. Jenya Iuzzini-Seigel, Ph.D., CCC-SLP 
Edited by: Dr. Sandra Hunter, Mike Haischer, Toni Uhrich 
 

Key Points: 
   

• Developmental coordination disorder is a lifelong motor disorder that that causes 
significant difficulty with daily and academic tasks. 
 

• Allied health professionals should be aware of potential signs of this disorder to aid in 
earlier identification and treatment. 
 

• Familiarity with age-appropriate expectations for motor skills can aid in identifying 
children at risk for developmental coordination disorder.       
 

Developmental coordination disorder (DCD) is a neuro-developmental motor disorder that occurs in the 
absence of an identifiable neurological condition (e.g., cerebral palsy, developmental delay), and interferes with 
children’s ability to perform daily tasks and academic functioning 1 2. This disorder affects 5-6% of school-age 
children, yet, as of 2013, less than one-half of pediatricians had knowledge of DCD 1 3.  Research from the past 
25 years has led to an increasing consensus that DCD is not outgrown, and often causes lifelong motor and 
psychosocial difficulties (e.g., anxiety, low self-esteem, poor self-efficacy) 4 5.  Additionally, as motor difficulties 
limit participation across a range of everyday tasks and physical activities, DCD is often associated with poor 
fitness and compromised physical health 6 7 8. 
 
Compared to other neurodevelopmental disorders, DCD falls behind in early detection, thereby delaying crucial 
treatment that can help minimize long-term motor difficulties 4 3.  As suggested by Missiuna and colleagues 9 , to 
improve the identification of preschool children with DCD, allied health professionals should be aware of the 
potential signs.  Speech-language pathologists are in a particularly great position to help detect young children 
at risk for DCD due to its high co-occurrence with other neurodevelopmental disorders that they treat (e.g. 
developmental language disorder, specific learning disabilities, and childhood apraxia of speech) 4 10 11. 
 
So, what are some potential signs of developmental coordination disorder?  Despite there being no clearly 
defined diagnostic markers for DCD, some common behaviors include clumsiness, difficulty sitting for prolonged 
periods of time without squirming or falling out of the chair, difficulty writing neatly and quickly as required for 
effective notetaking, difficulty transitioning between tasks, poor bimanual coordination, and finally, challenges or 
frustration with tasks that require good fine or gross motor competence 9 12.  As this list is not exhaustive, it’s 
crucial that SLPs and other allied health professionals are aware of age-appropriate expectations for motor skills 
so referrals can be made where appropriate— by doing this, we will ensure we are supporting the whole child 
and their multiple needs. 
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Figure 1: Potential signs of DCD at specific ages. Information from: (Understood.org, 2021) 
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