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HOW DOES YOUR CHILD HEAR AND TALK?

Children develop at their own pace. This checklist shows the average ages when most children have developed these skills. Your child might not have all skills until the end of the age range.

Take this checklist with you to doctor checkups and day care or school meetings. Use it to talk about your child’s understanding and talking skills.

HEARING AND UNDERSTANDING

BIRTH–3 MONTHS


Startles to loud sounds.

Quiets or smiles when you talk.

Seems to recognize your voice and quiets if crying.



4–6 MONTHS


Moves eyes in direction of sounds.

Notices toys that make sounds.

Pays attention to music.

Responds to changes in tone of your voice.



7 MONTHS–1 YEAR


Turns and looks in direction of sounds.

Looks when you point.

Turns to own name when you call.

Recognizes words for familiar objects and people, like cup, truck, juice, and daddy.

Begins to respond to simple words and phrases, like “No,” “Come here,” and “Want more?”

Plays games with you, like peekaboo and pat-a-cake.

Listens to songs and stories for a short time.



1–2 YEARS


Points to a few body parts when you ask.

Follows 1-part directions, like “Roll the ball” or “Kiss the baby.”

Understands simple questions, like “Who’s that?” and “Where’s your shoe?”



1–2 YEARS


Listens to stories, songs, and rhymes for a longer time.

Points to pictures in books when you name them.



2–3 YEARS


Understands opposite words, like go–stop, big–little, and up–down.

Follows 2-part directions, like “Get the spoon and put it on the table.”

Understands new words quickly.



3–4 YEARS


Responds when you call from another room.

Understands words for some colors, like red, blue, and green.

Understands words for some shapes, like circle and square.

Understands words for family, like brother, grandmother, and aunt.



4–5 YEARS


Understands words for order, like first, next, and last.

Understands words for time, like yesterday, today, and tomorrow.

Follows longer directions, like “Put your pajamas on, brush your teeth, and then pick out a book.”

Follows classroom directions, like “Draw a circle on your paper around something you eat.”

Understands most of what is said at home and at school.



TALKING

BIRTH–3 MONTHS


Makes cooing sounds.

Has different cries for different needs.

Smiles at people.



4–6 MONTHS


Coos and babbles when playing alone or with you.

Makes speech-like babbling sounds, like pa, ba, and mi.



4–6 MONTHS


Giggles and laughs.

Makes sounds when happy or upset.



7 MONTHS–1 YEAR


Babbles longer strings of sounds, like mimi upup babababa.

Uses sounds and gestures to get and keep attention.

Points to objects and shows them to others.

Uses gestures like waving bye-bye, reaching to be picked up, or shaking head no.

Imitates different speech sounds.

Says 1 or 2 words, like hi, dog, dada, mama, or uh-oh, around first birthday. All words may not be clear.



1–2 YEARS


Uses a lot of new words.

Uses p, b, m, h, and w in words.

Starts to name pictures in books.

Asks what, who, and where questions, like “What’s that?” “Who’s that?” and “Where’s kitty?”

Puts 2 words together, like “More apple,” “No bedtime,” and “Mommy book.”



2–3 YEARS


Has a word for familiar people, places, things, and actions.

Talks about things that are not in the room.

Talks during pretend play, like saying “beep-beep” when moving cars.

Uses k, g, f, t, d, and n in words.

Uses words like in, on, and under.

Asks why?

Familiar people understand your child’s speech.

Puts 3 words together to talk about and ask for things.

May repeat some words and sounds.



3–4 YEARS


Answers simple who, what, and where questions.

Says rhyming words, like hat-cat and silly-billy.

Uses pronouns, like I, you, me, we, and they.

Uses some plural words, like toys, birds, and buses.

Most people understand your child’s speech.

Asks when and how questions.

Puts 4 words together. May make some mistakes, like “I goed to school.”

Talks about what happened during the day. Uses about 4 sentences at a time.



4–5 YEARS


Says all speech sounds in words. May make mistakes on sounds that are harder to say, like l, s, r, v, z, j, ch, sh, and th.

Responds to “What did you say?”

Talks without repeating words or sounds most of the time.

Names letters and numbers.

Uses sentences that have more than 1 action word, like jump, play, and get. May make some mistakes, like “Zach gots 2 video games, but I got 1.”

Tells a short story.

Keeps a conversation going.

Talks in different ways depending on the listener and place. May use short sentences with younger children or talk louder outside than inside.



SPEECH-LANGUAGE PATHOLOGISTS AND AUDIOLOGISTS CAN HELP!

A speech-language pathologist or audiologist can help if you are concerned. Don’t wait. It’s better to get help early.

GET HELP FROM AN AUDIOLOGIST WHEN


• You checked no to most of the “hearing and understanding” items for your child’s age.

• Your child does not seem to hear or respond to you.

• Your child needs the TV or radio volume to be much louder than others.



Talk to your child’s doctor if your child pulls or tugs at his or her ear, cries more than usual, and doesn’t respond to sounds. Your doctor can check to see if your child has an ear infection.

GET HELP FROM A SPEECH-LANGUAGE PATHOLOGIST WHEN


• You checked no to most of the “talking” items for your child’s age.

• Your child stops talking or playing with you.

• You have concerns or questions about stuttering. Your child gets upset about sounds or words not coming out.



HELP YOUR CHILD HEAR AND TALK


• Talk about what you are doing, what your child is doing, and what your child sees. Use longer sentences as your child grows older.

• Communicate with your child in the language that you are most comfortable using.

• Use a lot of different words with your child. Don’t worry about using “big” words. Children enjoy new and unusual words.

• Listen and respond to your child.

• Help your child listen. Give directions for your child to follow.

• Have your child’s hearing tested if you have to repeat a lot or use a loud voice.

• Tell stories and read to your child a lot. Ask questions and talk about what happened. Read to your child in each language he or she is learning.

• Don’t interrupt to correct speech sounds. It’s okay if your child makes some mistakes with sounds. Say the sounds correctly when you talk.

• Set limits for TV and computer time. Make time for talking, reading, and playing together.

• Ask questions that need more than a yes or no answer. Encourage your child to ask you questions.



Don’t wait to get help for your child if you are concerned. You know your child best. Getting help early can stop later problems with behavior, learning, reading, and social relationships.

HOW CAN I FIND AN AUDIOLOGIST OR SPEECH-LANGUAGE PATHOLOGIST?

Look for an audiologist or speech-language pathologist who has the Certificate of Clinical Competence (CCC) from the American Speech-Language-Hearing Association (ASHA). ASHA-certified audiologists have “CCC-A” after their name. ASHA-certified speech-language pathologists have “CCC-SLP” after their name.

A QUALIFIED SPEECH-LANGUAGE PATHOLOGIST OR AUDIOLOGIST HAS:


• A master’s or doctoral degree

• The Certificate of Clinical Competence (CCC) from ASHA

• A state license, where required

• Participated in continuing education activities



To find an ASHA-certified speech-language pathologist or audiologist near you, go to www.asha.org/findpro or call your local public school.
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For more information, contact:

American Speech-Language Hearing Association

2200 Research Boulevard

Rockville, MD 20850

800-638-8255 or (TTY) 301-296-5650

actioncenter@asha.org

www.asha.org
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INTRODUCTION
YOUR BEST TOOL: KNOWING ABOUT LANGUAGE

DID YOU KNOW?



• Parents are the primary “language role models” for their children.

• Language involves more than just a child’s vocabulary. It involves the sounds we use, the sentences we make, the words we read and write, and the way we use language to get what we want.






Kurt and Emily were talking with their child’s pediatrician. She had just finished her six-month evaluation of their son, Luc. Everything seemed to be fine. Luc, to quote the doctor, was “right on schedule.” The pediatrician asked them to wait a moment while she got some information for them about language development. Kurt and Emily were confused. Why would the doctor be giving them information about language development? Was the doctor talking about learning to speak another language? Why would they want Luc to do that? This was rather bizarre. He wasn’t even talking in any language now.



How Do Children Develop Language?

Most infants come into the world eager, ready, and able to learn language. Their innate capabilities are amazing. They have an inner desire to communicate and the ability to pick up at least the basics with minimal amounts of exposure to language. Of course, as a loving and informed parent, you will want to provide your child with lots of exposure to language so that she can reach her potential as a communicator. But you may be surprised that your child won’t need flashcards, computer programs, lessons, incentives, correction, or bribes to learn language. In fact, such things almost always backfire, boring a child or turning her off to language. Rather, the main tool your child will need to acquire language will be you.


The main tool your child will need to acquire language will be you.



In language learning, consider your child’s early years as windows of opportunity. Even before she starts kindergarten, her brain is “wired” to learn a tremendous amount about language and communication. While researchers still debate exactly what that wiring involves—wiring specifically for language learning or a more general wiring for learning a variety of complex systems, including language—you will find your child learns language best when the “wiring” she brought with her into the world encounters your models of language use.

Throughout this book, you will hear us repeatedly say that you should model language for your child, not quiz her or make her repeat or imitate you. When we talk about modeling language for your child, we mean that you talk with your child, using words and sentences that are related to what she is focused on. It also means that if she says something “incorrectly,” you should say what she said, or something similar, the correct way, without asking her to imitate you. Asking your child to imitate you does not allow her to learn why she might be saying that particular sound, word, or sentence, or when she should say it. Keep this in mind: Language is developed, not taught.

You might be surprised to hear us talk about reading, writing, and even spelling in this book. If this book is on language, why are we talking about literacy skills? Well, that’s because literacy (reading, writing, and spelling) is language. It’s language in written form. Literacy, or written language, is in many ways like spoken language; it is used to produce or comprehend thoughts and messages. You will read, then, that just as you are the main model for helping your child learn spoken language, you also will be your child’s model, and first teacher, for written language.

Rich language skills, both spoken and written, will come out of the ordinary things you and your child do. You don’t need lesson plans and she doesn’t require elaborate activities and toys. Let her safely explore her environment and the familiar items around her. Encourage imaginative games and symbolic play, and follow up on her natural curiosity. Read to her and show her how and why we write. In simple and attentive ways, you can raise an enthusiastic communicator with an interest in the world and lots of interesting things to share with others verbally and in writing.

Do Children Develop Language Similarly?

Most children follow a similar path of language development. As language development specialists, we have certain milestones for language skills during certain periods or stages (see the chart that follows the table of contents). However, we also know there is some give and take as far as when certain skills should appear. For example, if your niece uses short sentences at 16 months and your son is still using single words at 20 months, you may be concerned. Yet we would consider both children to be within the expected range of typical language development. The variability can be affected by children’s styles, temperaments, and personalities as they acquire language. Thus, while there is a similar path of language development that most children take, we must acknowledge the flexibility necessary in this area of human development.

As we discuss how children acquire language over the first eight years, we also are aware of other factors independent of the child that may affect development. One factor that may affect what a child learns and when she learns it is the family’s own cultural and language background. Different cultural groups have different language rules that need to be learned. Some cultural groups may vary in their expectations of what’s usual and acceptable for children and parents. One family may expect a three-year-old to be an active participant in conversations and show a strong interest in books, whereas another family may feel that children should be listeners more than talkers. In chapter 7, we will provide some information on cultural styles and differences that may influence language development.

For our review on language development (chapters 1 to 5), we will discuss spoken and written language acquisition, in a general sense, for children who come from families who speak English as their primary language, knowing that modifications in language development owing to different cultural or language backgrounds are equally valid. In other words, children from these cultures learn language in a different way, not a wrong way.

Getting Started

During your child’s first eight years, you have a great opportunity to help him acquire the most important skill he’ll ever learn—the ability to use language to speak, read, and write. Language is the main way your child will communicate. It involves the sounds and meanings of the words your child uses, how he orders those words into understandable sentences, and how he selects what he says depending on his purpose for communicating. It also includes knowing how we use letters to represent sounds on paper (or a computer screen!) and the rules for how combinations of those letters help convey the correct meaning. Language is so vital because it’s his primary connection to you and others, his path into family and culture, his way of expressing himself, his main tool for succeeding in school, and his means of getting his needs met.

Developing language is a complex, fascinating process, one in which you and your child each have essential, intertwining roles. As your child grows, you’ll marvel at the ease with which he learns to communicate—so much seems to come naturally. Yet you’ll also discover that he will benefit in reaching his potential through your active partnership. The whole process is challenging, enjoyable, and rewarding—and one of your best chances to have a positive and lasting effect on your child’s life.

As language specialists and parents (and grandparents!) ourselves, we’re intrigued by the process of learning language; we know the joys firsthand, and we also know the uncertainties involved. In the course of our work, we’ve talked to thousands of parents about their issues and questions. “Why isn’t my daughter talking yet?” “I’m so exhausted at night I can’t read aloud as much as I think I should.” “Is a bilingual sitter okay?” “My older son learned colors and letters a lot faster than my younger one.” “Can computers teach my daughter to read?”

We’ve written this book to give you the information you need, share exciting discoveries in our field, reassure you, and help you succeed with this most important job. You’re exposed to a lot of advice from the media and other sources, and we’ll help you understand and evaluate what you hear. Throughout this book, we will show you what to expect during your child’s first eight years and offer practical suggestions for everything from choosing books to maximizing household chores for learning.

How Should I Use This Book?

There are several points we hope you keep in mind as you read this book. Some of these points have to do with how you compare your child to the information you read. Other points deal with how we have chosen to write this book.

Your Child’s Language Development

Remember, the main purpose of this book is to help you become a knowledgeable parent on the topic of child spoken and written language development. This knowledge will serve you well in several situations. First, with your new knowledge in hand, you should be able to resist other individuals or the media who encourage you to push your child and his language skills ahead by sending him to an “academic” preschool or by using flashcards, workbooks, computer programs, or language-oriented videos to teach him language. Media sources and businesses promote the notion that children who talk early know the greatest number of concepts and those who read first are the only ones headed for success. These messages help create the pressure many parents feel to give their child some sort of language boost or preschool competitive edge. This advice may be well intentioned, and some of the products may not be “bad” when used as extra experiences for your child. However, such products often treat language as a subject to be taught or drilled rather than something to be acquired through rich, everyday experiences. The real boosts and edges to enriching your child’s language development come from common, everyday, personal interactions between a child and the people who care about him.

A second reason for arming yourself with an understanding of child language development is that you will know how to resist feelings of guilt and shame when you hear well-meaning others report how their child is using a certain language skill way before your child is (“My Johnny can recite the alphabet and count to 100!”). In other words, you will know the range of typical development and feel comfortable whether your child is advanced or just where he should be in development.

Finally, knowing how language typically develops will help you ignore potentially misleading reassurances that come from people who seem to take an overly casual approach to language development and downplay the possibility of problems (“Don’t worry, she’ll outgrow this. After all, Albert Einstein didn’t talk until he was three!”). Should you read the first 10 chapters of this book and question your child’s language skills, we provide information in chapter 11 that will help you decide what to do, whom to see, and what to say. Be assured that your actions do make a difference to your child’s language acquisition and that it’s good to look for help when you suspect a problem. Early intervention can make a world of positive difference to your child.
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The real boosts and edges to enriching your child’s language development come from common, everyday, personal interactions between a child and the people who care about him.
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The Style of This Book

Although we are child language specialists, as parents we wanted to write this book in an understandable, illustrative way. We believe you should know as much about spoken and written language development as possible. We also feel that your learning should be easy, fun, and engaging. Thus, we have written this book with a few points in mind.

First, because each of us has one son and one daughter, we wanted to give equal time to both genders. So, as you read, you will notice that we alternate between male and female pronouns. In this way, we demonstrate that language development is similar for both boys and girls. Plus, this approach helps us to deal with one of the tricky aspects of English grammar: There is no gender-neutral, singular pronoun! We can say “they” to refer to both boys and girls; however, it means more than one. What do you do when you want to refer to only one person in a general sense? English makes us commit to either a girl (she/her) or a boy (he/him)! We tell you this partly to explain our use of pronouns in this book and also to begin to give you an appreciation for just how complicated our language system can be! Yet most children will master the fundamentals somewhat effortlessly. We can almost guarantee that after reading this book and finding out what language acquisition involves, you will truly be amazed and quite impressed with your child!

Second, child language specialists and researchers often break language development into a number of small stages or phases; however, we broke the process down into five main stages, represented by the first five chapters. In each of these stages, we will use a different term for your child, to distinguish that stage of life from the other ones. In chapter 1, we will cover your infant’s first year and the skills she is developing to prepare her for her first words. In chapter 2, we will discuss your baby’s first words, which occur during the second year of her life. It might seem odd to have a whole chapter about babies who are using only one word at a time. However, this is a critical period of development for children and one that depicts the complex skill of language in many ways.

Our goal in chapter 3 is to provide you with a wealth of information about your toddler’s movement from one-word to multiword sentences. This covers your toddler’s third and fourth years of life, roughly ending on his fourth birthday. In chapter 4, we will discuss the fifth and sixth years of your preschooler’s life, when he is not only completing the major developmental portion of learning about spoken language but is also learning the foundation skills for written language (reading and writing). Finally, in chapter 5, we will discuss your student’s first two to three years in elementary school and the types of sophisticated (and complicated!) information he is learning to help him read, write, and spell.

We also hope that our abundant use of examples, often taken from our own children, will shed additional light and understanding on what we discuss. Our children are adults now; two of them have their own children. However, through their examples over the years, they have helped us better understand and explain to others how children develop language.

Our children are our delights, and we think you will laugh and enjoy them along with us as we provide examples of what they have said or done over the years. Caleb and Caitlin, currently 27 and 23 years old, respectively, are the son and daughter of Julie. Nick and Genevieve, 28 and 25 years old, respectively, are Kenn’s children. Gage and Reid are Kenn and Julie’s grandchildren, respectively. To help cut down on unnecessary words, we introduce you to them now. We think you will become quite well acquainted with them as you read through the next five chapters.

Summary

Language is a rich, complex, adaptable system—it’s the way we combine sounds, words, signs, letters, and sentences to communicate our thoughts and understand others. Language is how we, as humans, socialize and learn. If, as a parent, you also take this broad and more complete understanding of language, you’ll be more likely to look appreciatively and realistically at all the dimensions of your child’s language development: what he has to say and write, how he says or writes it, what he understands and reads, and how he uses language to interact with you and others.

The first eight years are indeed exciting. During your child’s first eight years, she’ll acquire the foundation for a lifetime of communication. As she grows, language will continue to be central to most things she does. The stronger her language skills, the better she will be able to express her feelings and explain her ideas and thoughts; connect with family, friends, caregivers, and teachers; pursue her interests and talents; learn both in and outside of school; speak up for herself and watch out for her interests; help and encourage others; gather information so she can make good decisions and evaluate what she hears and reads; and understand new technologies and the changing world. As you can see, language is the bridge to almost any aspect of your child’s life. That’s why we think it is so important for you to understand how language develops.

We hope you will enjoy this review on how language develops across your child’s first eight years of life as much as we like talking about it. Language development has become a lifetime study for us not only because it is our job but also because we are parents. Like you, we were overjoyed with our children’s first goo, ecstatic with their first words, mesmerized by their first stories, thrilled with their initial attempts at reading, and surprised with their first written spellings of their names. Join us in this fascinating journey of language development.


1
GETTING STARTED: HOW YOU AND YOUR INFANT CREATE LANGUAGE TOGETHER

DID YOU KNOW?



• At birth, infants prefer their mothers’ voices to other women’s voices.

• To an infant, the human face is a fascinating object.

• Infants can express many desires and wants before they can talk.






As young, first-time parents, Jim and Karen were relatively calm and self-assured in their parenting skills for their infant daughter. Three weeks after their daughter’s birth, Karen and the baby had a nursing schedule set, and Jim was fast becoming an expert diapering service. They marveled over how beautiful their daughter was and wondered what her voice would be like when she began to talk. They knew children did not talk until about age one, and they were anxious to begin communicating with their little one. However, during that third week, something interesting happened. As Jim was changing her diapers, she smiled. He also noticed that her eyes seemed to brighten when Karen spoke from the other room. Suddenly he realized that his little girl was actually communicating already!




This first year of life will contain one of the greatest accomplishments of your infant’s life.



Believe it or not, this first year of life will contain one of the greatest accomplishments of your infant’s life. It is during this first year that she will catch on to the notion of communicating. She will learn to take control of her mouth, forming the sounds of language that will serve her well as she begins to talk. She will learn to relate her needs in more predictable ways that can be easily understood by you. She will develop, in essence, the foundation for all future language learning. And your part in this learning is vital. As you will see, your actions and interactions with her will help her catch on to this incredible communication tool: language.

What Is Language?

The quality of your child’s life is dependent, to a great extent, on her ability to communicate. Language permeates all aspects of her experience; it’s an essential part of her being, how she connects with others, expresses herself, and gets the care she needs. Language is also important because it’s your window into your child’s personality—her words let you in on her thoughts and feelings. Through language, you are able to guide and influence your child and pass your values on to her.

So what is language? Language is composed of six systems or aspects of communication, all equally important, all different from one another. These systems include sound, meaning, word order, grammar, letters and letter patterns, and the social uses of language. Taken as a whole, they represent the rules we must follow when we communicate so that others will understand us and make sense of what we are saying.

The Sound System: Phonology

The first language system deals with the speech sounds that we all use when we speak. This aspect of language is formally called phonology. When we speak, we use certain sounds that are accepted by our listeners as valid sounds for communicating. So, for example, we use speech sounds such as p, d, k, s, sh, and n. These speech sounds are the building blocks for exchanging information among individuals. There are other sounds we could make, but if they are not part of the meaningful words that we use to convey meaning, then they are not speech sounds.
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The quality of your child’s life is dependent, to a great extent, on her ability to communicate.

[image: ]



Some speech sounds we make are not speech sounds in other languages, and some other languages use sounds that are not speech sounds in our language. For example, Spanish has a trilled r sound, whereas English does not. Further, differences that are important in one language may not be important in another. For instance, the difference between the vowel sounds in seat and sit is important in English. Changing from one to another can result in different words (beat/bit; seen/sin; leap/lip). However, this difference is not important in Spanish, which is one of the reasons why native Spanish speakers struggle with those sounds in English and pronounce some of the i words with an ee sound (feet for fit). Children acquiring the sound system of their language must learn which sound differences are important (and worthy of attention) and which ones are not (and can be ignored).

It’s important here that you understand that we are talking about sounds, not letters (we will talk about those later). For adults, this is sometimes confusing, because we are so used to thinking about words as made up of letters. The danger to thinking of speech sounds as letters is that sometimes speech sounds are represented by two letters. We write the word bath using four letters, but when we say bath, we hear only three speech sounds—b, a, th. On the other hand, the letter x is just one letter, but when it is said in a word, it represents two sounds—k and s, as in box (b-o-k-s).

Thus, when we are talking about children’s developing language skills, we are including in that discussion how they learn to articulate or pronounce the sounds that make up their language. As you will see, children must come to understand that certain rules must be followed when speaking. These rules involve including all speech sounds that should be in a word and using them in the right places of the word, and not adding or using speech sounds that should not be in a word.

Of course, not everyone will use speech sounds when communicating or using language. Some individuals will use sign language to convey their thoughts and ideas. In this case, then, the aspect of language that involves speech sounds is replaced by the system of hand gestures, movements, and placement around the body. This gestural system is equivalent and as important to communicating through sign language as sounds are for spoken language. The speech sound system is the only component of language that is not shared between spoken language and sign language. The remaining systems are found in both types of language.

In the first four to five years, children will be learning how to produce correctly the speech sounds of their language(s). They won’t be conscious that they are learning their sounds, though; it will happen somewhat subconsciously. However, as you will learn in chapter 4, there will come a point, usually around the age of four or five, when they will start thinking about speech sounds. This actually is great because being able to think about speech sounds is highly important in the process of learning to read and spell words. So, as you will see, speech sounds are important for both spoken and written language development.

The Meaning System: Semantics

Children learn very early in development that they can use words to express lots of different ideas and concepts that they have to offer. As you will see in chapter 2, when your child first learns to talk, he will use several types of words. These words will allow him to discuss actions, request help, comment on passing objects or people, and greet you as you come in the door. He will do this with a set of words that, although limited at first, expands dramatically over the first five years. Thus, semantics involves both general types of words and the meanings of individual words.

Many people, including some educators, pediatricians, and caregivers, seem to think of early language as though it were synonymous with semantics, the meaning system of language. Often, it seems people talk about language as lists of concepts like colors and numbers; the more concepts a child knows, the better and more advanced his language is. However, as you are learning in this chapter, language involves a whole lot more in addition to vocabulary and concepts. In addition, semantics is more than just the words and concepts children use when they speak. As children learn to read and spell, they also will learn that meaning affects spelling (and vice versa). For example, if a child wants to write about a large animal in the words, she will need to develop an understanding that she must write bear, not bare, to get across her correct message to her readers. What’s the bottom line message for semantics? It is an important language skill that, along with other language skills, allows children to communicate their message in a meaningful way.

The Systems for Word Order and Grammar: Syntax and Morphology

Some of you may recall learning Spanish, remembering how confusing it was at first that the order of words was different for English than it was for Spanish. We might say, “I see a red car” in English, but in Spanish, we would say, “Yo veo un coche rojo” (I see a car red).

Word order is different for each language. Within each language, we need to follow the rules for which words go where in spoken, and written, sentences. It would not do to talk to others in English using Spanish word order. Imagine the confused looks on others’ faces if we didn’t include the subject pronoun and put the adjective after the verb in declarative sentences! The system that provides the rules for word order, syntax, is highly structured and rigid. As your child develops language, she will need to learn the rules for how to order her words and what word orderings are allowable. It is quite the task considering no one actually will sit down and tell her which words to put where in a sentence. In addition, once she starts to read, she will learn more complicated and less familiar rules of word order that only seem to appear in books.

Besides word order, we also need to think about the endings and beginnings we attach to basic words and the “filler” words that help us link thoughts across sentences. The term grammar, or morphology, as we call it, is often used when describing the aspect of the language system that dictates how we let others know about the number of objects we are discussing (two cats), whether we are talking about events in the past, present, or future (I jumped over the fence), the direction of a moving object (The dog ran around the house), and how to make the subject of the sentence “agree” with the action of the sentence (She sings; they sing). The grammar of a language is complex, containing many dos and don’ts. It is not uncommon to hear someone refer to “proper grammar” or comment that an individual’s sentence was “grammatically incorrect.” While as an adult you may take grammar for granted, we think you will be amazed when you read how children learn this rule system for both spoken and written language with remarkable ease and speed.
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The Letter System: Orthography

We use spoken words to communicate our thoughts verbally; we use written words to communicate our thoughts in print. Written words are made up of combinations of letters, which follow very specific rules and patterns. This is a good thing because learning written language would be extremely difficult, if not impossible, without a rule-governed system to guide us. We use the term orthography, which literally means to “write correctly,” to talk about this rule system that determines how and why we write words the way we do.

One aspect of orthography is simply knowing what letter or letters represent the sounds we use in our spoken language. We call this knowledge of letter–sound correspondence, or alphabetic knowledge. For example, we know when we hear the speech sound b, we can write the letter b, or sometimes bb, like in bubble. Some speech sounds only have one or two letters that represent them, and others have many possible letter(s) (e.g., the speech sound k can be spelled with the letters c, k, ck, ch, and so on). Alphabetic knowledge also includes the opposite: knowing what speech sounds letters can make. For example, when we see the letters ch, we know they can make the k sound or the ch sound. Having this alphabetic knowledge is highly important to reading and spelling words we don’t know automatically from memory.

Orthographic knowledge goes beyond just knowing letter–sound correspondence. It also includes other rules for how we put our speech down into print. For example, children must learn that certain letters can never occur in specific places within a word (the tch letter combination can be used in the middle and end of words, but it can never be in the beginning of a word). Children also learn that some letter combinations can never occur any place in a word, such as writing the kr letter combination to represent the kr sounds, unless it is in a person’s name, such as Kristen (or a certain donut company!). Finally, children also learn that there are rules for when one uses certain letters because of the other sounds in words. As a case in point, children need to learn that we use a single consonant in the middle of a word that has a long vowel (later) but a double consonant in the middle of a word that has a short vowel (latter).

As you can see, orthography is a pretty complex system that children must learn, and it is not surprising that that learning occurs once they have acquired a fair amount of their spoken language skills. Figuring out these rules is not an easy task, and even though a lot of that learning will occur between the ages of four and eight, children continue to learn them well beyond their first eight years. We will talk much more about orthography in chapters 4 and 5.

The System of Social Language: Pragmatics

Language does not exist in a vacuum. It would make no sense for an individual to have perfect knowledge of the sound, meaning, word order, letter patterns, and grammar systems of a language if that person never used that knowledge to communicate with other human beings. Thus, a very important system of language—pragmatics, or how we use language to socialize—must be learned as well.

In the first eight years of his life, your child will learn the many different reasons that humans talk, such as to inform, to question, to warn, and so on. He will learn that he needs to follow specific social rules when talking with others, such as taking turns in conversations, making eye contact with the other person, and revising what he has said when his listener is confused. He also will develop the ability to change the way he talks, depending on who he’s talking to. He will talk “politely” to his grandparents and talk “babyish” to his younger sister. Further, he will learn how to ensure his readers understand why he has written what he has on paper or the computer screen. When children demonstrate these skills, plus many more, it attests to the fact that they have learned the rules for how we socialize and interact with others using language.
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Your infant has been learning about language since before he was born.
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In this chapter, we will cover the language and communication skills your infant is learning during the first 12 months of life. We also will cover the types of interactions parents should use with their infants to help them develop their ability to communicate with others. We find this first year to be completely fascinating. Your infant is starting to crack the code to a skill that is the most important skill he will learn. Let’s begin!

The First Six Months of Life

In the first few weeks of life, your infant will cry, fuss, cough, hiccup, stare, and sleep. It may seem like he is not learning anything about you or his surroundings. However, he is way ahead of you. He actually has been learning since before he was born.


Talk with your infant from his first day of life.



Listening Skills

Your infant may have already learned to recognize your voice while in the womb. Researchers have found that infants as young as three days old can recognize their mothers’ voices compared to other women’s voices. While infants have heard their mothers’ voices since birth, it seems equally likely that they have been listening to their mothers’ voices while still in the womb. Infants also prefer to hear human voices over nonhuman sounds, although one of our children sure liked the sound of a vacuum cleaner when he was an infant. A parent’s voice most often soothes an infant when other devices, such as mobiles and music boxes, just won’t do the trick. This is probably not new information to recent parents, who realize that often the only way to soothe their infant is by talking to him with a gentle voice.

An infant’s ability to recognize a parent’s voice is not the only hearing skill he has at birth. Your infant has come into the world ready to hear differences between the sounds we use for speech. Researchers have studied infants’ abilities to hear slight differences between simple speech sounds, such as sounds like ba and pa. Pairs of speech sounds like pa and ba were chosen because they are highly similar in the way they sound. They vary only by minor differences in the sound spectrum. To study infants’ early listening skills, researchers use specially designed pacifiers and noisemakers that create a sound, such as pa. As an infant sucks on the pacifier, the speech sound noises start. Initially, the infant sucks the pacifier repeatedly, enjoying the ongoing sounds of repeated pa … pa … pa. Soon, however, the infant stops sucking because the repetition of the sounds becomes boring or no longer novel. The researchers then switch to a new sound, in this case, ba, and
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