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Speech and Language: Developmental Milestones 
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What Are Speech and Language? 

Speech and language are tools that humans use to communicate or  share thoughts, 
ideas, and emotions. Language is the set of rules,  shared by the individuals who are 
communicating, that allows them to  exchange those thoughts, ideas, or emotions. Speech 
is talking, one way that a language can be expressed. Language may also be expressed 
through writing, signing, or even gestures in the case of people who have neurological 
disorders and may depend upon eye blinks or mouth  movements to communicate. 

While there are many languages in the world, each includes its own set of rules for 
phonology (phonemes or speech sounds or, in the  case of signed language, handshapes), 
morphology (word formation), syntax (sentence formation), semantics (word and sentence 
meaning),  prosody (intonation and rhythm of speech), and pragmatics (effective use of 
language).  
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How Do Speech and Language Normally Develop?  

The most intensive period of speech and language development for  humans is during the 
first three years of life, a period when the brain is developing and maturing. These skills 
appear to develop  best in a world that is rich with sounds, sights, and consistent exposure 
to the speech and language of others.  

There is increasing evidence suggesting that there are "critical periods" for speech and 
language development in infants and young children. This means that the developing 
brain is best able to  absorb a language, any language, during this period. The ability to 
learn a language will be more difficult, and perhaps less efficient  or effective, if these 
critical periods are allowed to pass without early exposure to a language. The beginning 
signs of communication  occur during the first few days of life when an infant learns that a 
cry will bring food, comfort, and companionship. The newborn also begins to recognize 
important sounds in his or her environment. The sound of a parent or voice can be one 
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important sound. As they grow, infants begin to sort out the speech sounds (phonemes) or 
building blocks that compose the words of their language. Research has shown that by six 
months of age, most children recognize the basic sounds  of their native language.  

As the speech mechanism (jaw, lips, and tongue) and voice mature, an infant is able to 
make controlled sound. This begins in the first few months of life with "cooing," a quiet, 
pleasant, repetitive vocalization. By six months of age, an infant usually babbles or 
produces repetitive syllables such as "ba, ba, ba" or "da, da, da." Babbling soon turns into 
a type of nonsense speech (jargon) that often has the tone and cadence of human speech 
but does not contain real words. By the end of their first year, most children have 
mastered the ability to say a few simple words. Children are most likely unaware of the 
meaning of their first words, but soon learn the power of those words as others respond to 
them. 

By eighteen months of age, most children can say eight to ten  words. By age two, most 
are putting words together in crude sentences such as "more milk." During this period, 
children rapidly  learn that words symbolize or represent objects, actions, and thoughts. At 
this age they also engage in representational or pretend play. At ages three, four, and five, 
a child's vocabulary  rapidly increases, and he or she begins to master the rules of  
language. 
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What Are Speech and Language Developmental Milestones?  

Children vary in their development of speech and language. There  is, however, a natural 
progression or "timetable" for mastery of  these skills for each language. The milestones 
are identifiable  skills that can serve as a guide to normal development. Typically, simple 
skills need to be reached before the more complex skills can  be learned. There is a 
general age and time when most children pass  through these periods. These milestones 
help doctors and other  health professionals determine when a child may need extra help 
to  learn to speak or to use language. 
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How Do I Know If My Child Is Reaching the Milestones? 

The following links will send you to a checklist that can determine if your child's speech 
and language skills are developing on schedule. Choose the appropriate age bracket for 
your child. You should talk to your child's doctor about anything that is checked "no." 

Interactive Checklist:  

l Birth to 5 months   
l 6 - 11 months   
l 12 - 17 months   
l 18 - 23 months   
l 2-3 years  
l 3-4 years  
l 4-5 years  
l 5 years  
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What Should I Do If My Child's Speech or  Language Appears to Be Delayed? 

You should talk to your family doctor if you have any concerns  about your child's speech 
or language development. The above checklist should help you talk about your concerns. 
Your doctor may decide to refer you to a speech-language pathologist, a health  
professional trained to evaluate and treat people who have speech,  language, voice or 
swallowing disorders (including hearing  impairment) that affect their ability to 
communicate. The speech-language pathologist will talk to you about your child's  
communication and general development. He or she will also evaluate  your child with 
special speech and language tests. A hearing test is  often included in the evaluation 
because a hearing problem can affect speech and language development. 

Depending upon the test results, the speech-language pathologist  may suggest activities 
for home to stimulate speech and language  development. These activities may include 
reading to your child regularly; speaking in short sentences using simple words so that  
your child can successfully imitate you; or repeating what your  child says, using correct 
grammar or pronunciation. For example, if your child says, "Ball baybo" you can respond 
with, "Yes, the ball is under the table." This allows you to demonstrate more accurate  
speech and language without actually "correcting" your child which  can eventually make 
speaking unpleasant for him or her. 

The speech-language pathologist may also recommend group or  individual therapy or 
suggest further evaluation by other health  professionals such as an audiologist, a health 
care professional who is trained to identify and measure hearing loss, or a developmental 
psychologist. 
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What Research Is Being Conducted on Developmental Speech and Language 
Problems? 

Scientists are examining a variety of issues related to speech and language development. 
Brain imaging studies are defining the relationship between exposure to speech and 
language, brain  development, and communication skills. Genetic studies are  investigating 
the likelihood that at least some speech and language problems may be inherited or 
passed down from parents to their children. Additional studies are characterizing inherited 
communication disorders. The effect of frequent ear infections on the development of 
speech and language is also an area of investigation. Other scientists are distinguishing 
types of speech and language errors to determine which ones may be overcome by 
maturation alone and which will need some type of intervention or  therapy. Another area 
of study is the effect of speech and language development on later school performance. 
Further research is  characterizing dialects that belong to certain ethnic or regional groups. 
This knowledge will help professionals distinguish a  language difference or dialect (which 
should be preserved to help an  individual identify with a group) from a language disorder, 
which may require treatment. 
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Where Can I Get Additional Information?  

American Speech-Language-Hearing Association (ASHA)   
10801 Rockville Pike  
Rockville, MD, 20852 
Voice: (301) 897-5700 
Toll -free Voice: (800) 638-8255, 8:30 a.m. - 5  p.m., Eastern time 

Page 3 of 4Speech and Language Developmental Milestones [NIDCD Health Information]

3/3/2006http://www.nidcd.nih.gov/health/voice/speechandlanguage.asp



 

TTY: (301) 897-0157 
Fax: (301)  571-0457 
E-mail: actioncenter@asha.org  
Internet:  www.asha.org   
Boys Town National Research Hospital (BTNRH)  
555 North 30th  Street 
Omaha, NE, 68131  
Voice: (402) 498-6511 
TTY: (402)  498-6543 
Fax: (402) 452-5027 
E-mail: moeller@boystown.org 
Internet:  www.boystownhospital.org  / www.babyhearing.org   
Easter Seals, Inc.  
230 West Monroe, Suite  1800 
Chicago, IL, 60606 
Voice: (312) 726-6200 
Toll -free Voice: (800) 221-6827, 8:30 a.m. - 5 p.m., Central time 
TTY: (312) 726-4258 
Fax: (312) 726-1494 
E-mail: info@easterseals.com 
Internet:  www.easterseals.com   
National Black Association for Speech-Language and Hearing (NBASLH)  
P.O. Box 61328 
Charleston, SC, 29419 
Voice: (843) 574-6441, 8:30 a.m. - 5 p.m., Eastern time 
Fax: (843)  820-5026 
E-mail: nbaslh2@aol.com  
Internet: www.nbaslh.org   

The American Academy of Pediatrics  
141 Northwest  Point Boulevard  
Elk Grove Village, IL 60007-1098 
(847) 434-4000 (Voice) 
(847) 434-8000 (Fax) 
Kidsdoca@aap.org  (E -mail)  
www.aap.org (Internet)  

NIH Publication No. 00-4781 
April 2000 
Contact Information Updated April 2001 
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National Institute on Deafness and Other Communication Disorders 
National Institutes of Health 
31 Center Drive, MSC 2320 
Bethesda, MD USA 20892-2320  
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