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LANGUAGE DEVELOPMENT GUIDELINES 
 
Children are unique individuals who develop language at their own rate.  Some children will develop faster or 
slower than others. If a child does not seem to acquire the skills within a few months of the average age, a 
speech/language evaluation may be warranted.   
 
AVERAGE AGE  RECEPTIVE LANGUAGE      EXPRESSIVE LANGUAGE 
1-3 months Quiets activity when approached by sound. Looks at speaker. 

  
Begins to differentiate cries.  Smiles. 

3-6 months Turns head toward sound source.  Begins to respond to words: 
“no-no, mommy, daddy.”  
 

Babbling begins; becomes more 
complex each month.  Laughs at play. 

6-9 months Begins to respond with gestures to words such as “up, bye-bye, 
come.” Recognizes own name and some common objects.  
Begins to show interest in pictures.  
 

Plays speech gesture games like Patty-
Cake, Peek-a-boo.  Uses gesture for 
“yes” and “no.” 

9-12 months Will give toys or objects to others on verbal request.  Follows 
simple commands (“Put that down”).  Will make appropriate 
responses to some requests (“Say bye-bye”).  
 

First words; “mama” and “dada.”  
Vocalizes in varied jargon. By one year 
has 3 consistent words. 

12-18 months
  

Understands more and more new words each week.  
Understands names of body parts. Comprehends most simple 
commands.  

A vocabulary of 5-20 words. Begins to 
use words rather than gestures.  There 
is a continual, gradual increase in 
vocabulary. 
 

18-24 months Follows action word commands: “run, walk.”  Begins   
comprehending personal pronouns.  Listens to the meaning of 
language, not just the intonation and single words. Answers 
“what, who and where” questions by pointing. 
 

Begins combining words into 2-3 word 
utterances.  Refers to self by name. 
Personal pronouns “me” and “mine” 
emerge. 

24-36 months Begins to identify objects by function. Develops understanding 
of prepositions: on, under, front.  Understands possessives: 
boy’s coat, girl’s ball.  Answers situational questions (“What do 
you wear when it rains?”) 
 

Counts to 5.  Begins to use “wh” 
questions.  Most people can 
understand conversation.  Regularly 
relates recent past. 

36-48 months
  

Understands past tense.  Can follow a two part unrelated 
command. Knows most body parts. Can answer some “why” 
and “how” questions.  

Uses plural forms correctly.  Can relate 
name and address along with age and 
gender.  Uses past and present words. 
Uses 4-5 word sentences.  
 

48-60 months Can categorize objects.  Knows how old he/she will be on next 
birthday. Understands comparatives such as bigger and biggest.  
Can answer questions about past, present and future.  

Uses 5-6 word sentences.  Completes 3 
opposites (i.e., “A rabbit is fast, a turtle 
is ___.”)  Uses adjectives such as “tiny,  
large, smooth.”  Grammar closely  
matches parents. 
 

 
The Center for Hearing & Speech provides Speech/Language evaluations and therapy programs for individuals of 
all ages.  Please call 314.968.4710 for more information. Financial scholarships are available.   
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Language Development Activities for Parents of Preschoolers 

 
Your child develops good language skills in many ways. One way is by hearing good spoken language that will be 

used every day for the rest of his/her life. 
 

 When your child is preparing for kindergarten or first grade, it is especially important that his/her awareness 
develops.  This will help immensely in reading and all other areas that depend heavily on reading and associated language 
skills.  These activities will help your child with language development. 
 
1. Cut out and make a scrapbook of pictures

 

 of words beginning with the same sound.  For example, make a “B” page and 
paste pictures of a boat, a baby, a basket, etc.  Print the name of the object below each picture. 

2. Make the child aware of rhyming words through pictures and read very simple, fun rhymes. Match pictures of rhyming 

 
words as a game, such as putting a picture of a “hat” with a picture of a “cat.” 

3. Talk about what things do

 

 and what they are for.  Simple discussions of objects around the house and out of doors can 
do much towards this goal. 

4. Work with the major colors

 

.  Do this by mentioning colors to him/her such as, “look at the red car”, or “let’s get the blue 
one.”  Once in awhile he/she may volunteer the color of something or you may ask your child what color he/she wants.  
Rather than strict drill, learning colors can be accomplished in a much more pleasant way in this indirect manner.  Colors 
can also be talked about when dressing and when helping sort the laundry. 

5. Play guessing games

 

 such as, “I see something you don’t see,” using verbal descriptions.  A young child will not do nearly 
as well as even a slightly older brother/sister, but this activity enables him/her to use some of the color, function and 
action type concepts and to pull them together in a meaningful way. 

6. The use of action words

 

 is important.  When looking at a picture book, talk with your child about what the various 
people, animals, machines, etc. are doing.  He/she can look at pictures or scenes and tell you what is happening. (This 
activity may be easily incorporated with #3). 

7. Body Parts

 

. It is important for children to know not only how to point to various parts of their bodies (“Show me where 
your nose is”), but also how to tell you where these parts are and what they are for.   Example: “My nose is on my face 
and I smell flowers with it, breathe with it, and sometimes sneeze with it.” 

8. Family members.

 

  An important concept for your child is to learn is the relationships among the various members of your 
household.  A child can begin by learning that the other girl in the family is a sister; that the other boy is a brother.  After 
that, more abstract concepts such as aunt and uncle (mommy or daddy’s sister or brother) or grandma and grandpa 
(mommy and daddy’s mother and father) may be introduced.  You undoubtedly already realize how confusing these 
concepts can be to a small child!  Take photographs of family members and help your child make a family photo album. 

 Many more ideas exist, however these activities represent eight areas identified by first grade teachers as 
weaknesses for many children entering school.  The situations should not be construed as things to be taught to the child 
through specific instruction.  Indirect means should be the procedure of choice.  For example, talk with your child while 
grocery shopping about the things you are buying.  Then, when you are at home urge, but do not assign, your child to find 
some of the pictures of the food in a magazine. The most direct any of this should be is five to ten minutes a day, which is set 
aside as “talking time” for just you and your child.  At these times, urge him/her to tell you about events that happened 
recently; or more formally engage in some of the suggested activities, like “Find and cut out pictures of an apple, a boat, a 
cat” or “Tell me the color of this banana.” 
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