Early Development of Spoken Language - Words and Sentences

The innate language structure and processing skills that children are born
with develop rapidly in the first five years of life and continue to do so
through youth and adolescence. In these first five years, there is variability
inthe rate at which specific children demonstrate mastery of certain skills.
However, there are markers that SLPs can look for to identify children
whose language systems are more vulnerable and who will require
specialized intervention to develop these skills fully. These markers
include scores on standardized tests, measurements yielded from the
analysis of language samples, analysis of narrative productions, and
observations about how a child uses language (e.g., to ask questions, to
comment, to protest, to take turns in conversation). One of the markers is

known as ‘milestones’ - specific skills in the child’s language ‘code’ that
they must master (e.g., being able to use the regular past tense morpheme
-ed to talk about the past). Milestones are not straightforward — how they
are measured and reported varies across studies (e.g., when 90% of
children have mastered the skill vs when 50% have; the average number of
words in their lexicon vs the minimum number). They also differ based on
how representative the sample is - e.g., gender, socioeconomic status,
maternal education, dialect, and cultural representation. Some of these
milestones have been offered here to help as a guide for when to consider
consulting with an SLP. Your SLP will help you to interpret these milestones
within the ‘big picture’ of your child’s skills with language.

6 mths 1yr 1%yrs 2yrs 2%yrs

3yrs 3% yrs 4yrs 4% yrs Syrs 5%yrs 6yrs

I mama ’or ‘dada’ (7-am)
— 1%t word (10-13m)

VOCABULARY

using shared labels to

commumcate )

“ouppy!” B average 50 words (18m)
' Tharaia ! ¥ 200-300 words @ |
MO Ly sead ® 450 words 28

' ' ' '
' ' ' '

¥ 1000-1500 words (3:4) ¥ 1500-2000 words (4:10)

markers - there are of
course many others that
we look for and more
specific data for each
individual marker.)

‘no’, ‘not’ (2:0-2:7) _

SENTENCE . 2-word phrases (1:41:7) ‘

LENGTH "puppy S“" 3 — 3-to 4-word phraSeS (3:0-3:6) ' .
communicating more “\Yf‘ The dog sat down. ‘ e grammatical sentences (3:6-5:0)
complete ideas Al ! ! !
SENTENCE P noun + verb-ing (“baby crying”) (2:5-3:2)
GRAMMAR ; . “be” + verb-ing (“baby is crying”) (3:3-3:6)
communicating more _ regular past tense (“walked”) (3:1-4:4)
complete and ' d
complex thoughts ' _ 3" person smgular (“walks”) (3:1-4:4)
- § “Katie is begging because ‘ _ past tense “be” (was eating) (3:11-4:3)

@,'2 she wants treats.” — future tense “be” (“willeat” )(4:0-5:0)

v4¢ My dog, Katie, is begging. This is how she asks

for snacks so she must want some now. She _ regular plural -S (“babies”) (2:0-2:6)
usually wants more than one. — megular plural (“mice”) (3:0-5: 0)

e onlya' — possessives -’s (“dog ’s food”) (2:5-3:2)
few developmental _ articles ‘a’/’ the (“a dog”/"the dog") (3:1-4:5)

— pronouns (“I, mine, he, you") (1:0-2:10)

— ‘can’t’, ‘don’t’ (3:0-3:7)

WHEN TO CONSULT AN SLP

‘Wait and see’is not a helpful approach. It can result in
delaying or missing out on early intervention, cause the
child frustration, increase guardian anxiety, doesn’t
allow the guardian to make an informed decision about
what is best for their child, impact school and social
participation, and affect literacy skill acquisition. Your
SLP may recommend regular monitoring (‘watch and
see’), guardian ed ion, gu c g, and/or
direct intervention.

B <10-20 words (18m)

i, hi)

I no 2-word utterances; <200 300 words (2y)

B frustration with communication at any age
B guardian has expressed concern at any age

I uses pronouns consnstently (3:4)

l no 3-word utterances (3y)
l no 4-word utterance; doesn’t talk about the past (4y)
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