Language Development
0-5 Year Olds
Language development is partly inborn and partly learned as children interact with other people and
the environment. Reading, writing, gesturing and speaking are all forms of language. Language can
be both receptive, understanding what is said, and expressive, speaking and writing.
All children develop and learn at different rates.
The way you interact with your child and how you ‘engage’ with him or her will determine the path
language development takes in the ﬁrst 5 years.

Ages and stages
0-6 months
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Turn to you when you speak
Smile when they hear your voice
Respond to sounds other than speech – toys that make sounds
Enjoys music and rhythm
Repeats the same sounds a lot
Coos and goos when content
Different cries for different situations
Gurgling sounds occur while you are playing with baby, or they are occupying themselves happily
Babbling begins (4-6 months)

6-12 months
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Obviously listens when spoken to
Turns to look when their name is called
Enjoys simple games (Peek a Boo) and ﬁnger plays (Round and Round the Garden)
Recognises the names of familiar things (dummy)
Begins to respond to requests
Sound of baby’s babbling changes
First words have appeared

1-2 years

ds

Points to pictures in a book
Can follow simple commands (Push the bus.)
Understands simple questions (Where is …?)
May want the same story, rhyme repeated many times
Has more words as each month passes
May ask 2 word questions (More milk?)
Words are becoming clearer
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Understand 2 stage commands (Get your socks and put them in the basket)
Begins to understand opposites
Understands simple who, what questions (3-4 years)
At an age where hearing difﬁculties may become obvious
Vocabulary increases massively
Language becoming clearer
Sentences becoming longer (3-4 years)
Able to speak about interesting experiences (3-4 years)
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Language Development
0-5 Year Olds
4-5 years
•
•
•
•
•
•

Enjoy stories and can answer simple questions
Understands almost everything said to them
Speaks clearly and ﬂuently
Can use long and detailed sentences
Engage strangers in conversation
Most sounds are pronounced correctly

Ideas
Birth to 2 Years
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Encourage your baby to make vowel-like and consonant-vowel sounds such as “ma,” “da,” and “ba.”
Reinforce attempts by maintaining eye contact, responding with speech, and imitating vocalisations
using different patterns and emphasis. For example, raise the pitch of your voice to indicate a
question.
Imitate your baby’s laughter and facial expressions.
Teach your baby to imitate your actions, including clapping you hands, throwing kisses, and playing
ﬁnger games such as pat-a-cake, peek-a-boo, and the itsy-bitsy-spider.
Talk as you bathe, feed, and dress your baby. Talk about what you are doing, where you are going,
what you will do when you arrive, and who and what you will see.
Identify colors.
Count items.
Use gestures such as waving goodbye to help convey meaning.
Introduce animal sounds to associate a sound with a speciﬁc meaning: “The doggie says woof-woof.”
Acknowledge the attempt to communicate.
Expand on single words your baby uses: “Here is Mama. Mama loves you. Where is baby? Here is
baby.”
Read to you child. Sometimes “reading” is simply describing the pictures in a book without following the
written words. Choose books that are sturdy and have large colorful pictures that are not too detailed.
Ask your child, “What’s this?” Encourage naming and pointing to familiar objects in the book.
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•

Use good speech that is clear and simple for your child to model.
Repeat what your child says indicating that you understand. Build and expand on what was said.
“Want juice? I have juice. I have apple juice. Do you want apple juice?”
Use baby talk only if needed to convey the message and when accompanied by the adult word.
“It is time for din-din. We will have dinner now.”

pr

•
•

ds

2 to 4 Years
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0-5 Year Olds
•

•
•
•
•
•
•

Make a scrapbook of favorite or familiar things by cutting out pictures. Group them into
categories, such as things to ride on, things to eat, things for dessert, fruits, things to play
with. Create silly pictures by mixing and matching pictures. Glue a picture of a dog behind
the wheel of a car. Talk about what is wrong with the picture and ways to “ﬁx” it. Count
items pictured in the book.
Help your child understand and ask questions. Play the yes-no game. Ask questions
such as “Are you a boy?” “Are you Marty?” “Can a pig ﬂy?” Encourage your child
to make up questions and try to fool you.
Ask questions that require a choice. “Do you want an apple or an orange?” “Do you want to wear your
red or blue shirt?”
Expand vocabulary. Name body parts, and identify what you do with them. “This is my nose. I can smell
ﬂowers, brownies, popcorn and soap.”
Sing simple songs and recite nursery rhymes to show the rhythm and pattern of speech.
Place familiar objects in a container. Have your child remove the object and tell you what it is called
and how to use it. “This is my ball. I bounce it. I play with it.”
Use photographs of familiar people and places, and retell what happened or make up a new story.

4 to 6 Years
When your child starts a conversation, give your full attention whenever possible.
Make sure that you have your child’s attention before you speak.
Acknowledge, encourage and praise all attempts to speak. Show that you understand the word or
phrase by fulﬁlling the request, if appropriate.
•
Pause after speaking. This gives your child a chance to continue the conversation.
•
Continue to build vocabulary. Introduce a new word and offer its deﬁnition, or use it in a context that is
easily understood. This may be done in an exaggerated, humorous manner. “I think I will drive the
vehicle to the store. I am too tired to walk.”
•
Talk about spatial relationships (ﬁrst, middle and last; right and left) and opposites (up and down; on
& off).
•
Offer a description or clues, and have your child identify what you are describing: “We use it to
sweep the ﬂoor” (a broom). “It is cold, sweet and good for dessert. I like strawberry” (ice cream).
•
Work on forming and explaining categories. Identify the thing that does not belong in a group of
similar objects: “A shoe does not belong with an apple and an orange because you can’t eat it; it is
not round; it is not a fruit.”
•
Help your child follow two and three-step directions: “Go to your room, and bring me your book.”
•
Encourage your child to give directions. Follow his or her directions as he or she explains how
to build a tower of blocks.
•
Play games with your child such as “house.” Exchange roles in the family, with your
pretending to be the child. Talk about the different rooms and furnishings in the house.
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Other Activities
•
•
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Disclaimer
The advice and information contained herein is provided in good faith as a service. However the accuracy of any statements
made is not guaranteed and it is the responsibility of readers to make their own enquiries as to the accuracy, currency and
appropriateness of any information or advice provided. Liability for any act or omission occurring in the reliance on this
document or for any such loss, damage or injury occurring as a consequence of such act or omission is expressly
disclaimed.
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The television also can serve as a valuable tool. Talk about what the child is watching. Have him or her
guess what might happen next. Talk about the characters. Are they happy or sad? Ask your child to tell
you what has happened in the story. Act out a scene together, and make up a different ending.
Take advantage of daily activities. For example, while in the kitchen, encourage your child to name
the utensils needed. Discuss the foods on the menu, their color, texture and taste. Where does
the food come from? Which foods do you like? Which do you dislike? Who will clean up?
Emphasize the use of prepositions by asking him or her to put the napkin on the table, in your
lap or under the spoon. Identify who the napkin belongs to: “It is my napkin.” “It is Daddy’s.”
“It is John’s.”
While shopping for groceries, discuss what you will buy, how many you need, and
what you will make. Discuss the size (large or small), shape (long, round, square),
and weight (heavy or light) of the packages.

