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INTRODUCTION

Perhaps no other event of the early years has received as much attention and acclaim as the onset of speech.  Philosophers and theologians have emphasized its significance for separating humans from the lesser species.  Psychologists and educators have pointed out its importance not only for communication, but for the development of higher mental abilities as well; and, of course, mothers and fathers throughout history have anxiously awaited the utterance of their child’s first words.  Yet, despite all this, the fact is that nobody has ever figured out how to teach a baby to talk.
That does not men, however, that we know nothing about enhancing language development during infancy and toddlerhood.  While the process of inducing the initial production of speech remains something of a mystery, researchers have learned that it is relatively non-critical.  Some children who eventually exhibit superb language skills start speaking a word or two at seven or eight months of age; but some remain relatively silent until they are almost two-years-old (at which time they often start speaking in complete sentences).
On the other hand, it is clear that all such children begin to UNDERSTAND some words sometime between the sixth and seventh month; and parents who focus on this early “receptive” capacity along with the later “expressive” components can do a lot to insure that their children will experience optimal linguistic progress.

Researchers also have discovered that what children require in this regard is remarkably easy to provide.  By maintaining adequate awareness and following a few basic strategies, most mothers and fathers can see to it that their children will emerge from the early years with first-rate language skills.

It may be rather difficult to stay completely calm about this subject, especially if the children of your relatives and friends starting talking a mile a minute while your baby remains largely silent as the months go by.  If your child passes her second birthday without speaking at all, it may be the case that she has an unusual problem and should be checked by a specialist.
However, as long as there is no obvious cause for concern, the best policy is to just relax and pursue some of the following simple language-enhancing practices.  Before you know it, your baby will be using words, too – and using them well.

                                                                                            Michael K. Meyerhoff, Ed.D.

                                                                                            William Gladden Foundation
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HOW CAN PARENTS BEGIN THE PROCESS OF ENHANCING EARLY LANGUAGE DEVELOPMENT?
The first thing they can do is talk a lot to their baby – right from the start.  This may seem obvious, but too few mothers and fathers actually do it.  Perhaps this is because human nature makes us hesitant to talk to things that do not talk back.  For example, we do not regularly speak to chairs, doors and stones.  So why should it be considered natural to talk to little babies?  All parents speak to their infants (even newborns) from time-to-time, but it requires commitment and effort to expose a baby to language at every opportunity.

SHOULD PARENTS TALK TO THE CHILD BEFORE BIRTH?

Some people believe that talking to a child while she is still in the womb will improve her language capacities.  There is evidence that the fetus is sensitive to sound; and there is evidence that babies will demonstrate a “familiarity response” to certain sounds they are regularly exposed to prior to birth (such as the mother’s voice).  However, there is no evidence that a fetus receives and processes language during the prenatal period.  Therefore, while talking to a baby before birth is not harmful, neither is it helpful.

SHOULD PARENTS EXPOSE A BABY TO THE RADIO AND TELEVISION AS WELL?

There is no reason to believe that such exposure would be harmful (as long as the volume is not too loud); however, research shows that “live” language is the key to enhancing early language development.  Sitting an infant next to a radio or in front of a television (even “Sesame Street” or some other special program) does not have the same impact as direct human input during the first years.  Therefore, while the radio and television are “supplements,” they are not adequate “substitutes” for the voices of the mother, father and other family members.
DO PARENTS NEED TO BE VERY CONCERNED ABOUT DEAFNESS?

Parents should always be on the lookout for the tell tale signs of total deafness.  These include the baby not startling in response to a loud sound and not awakening to the ringing of a nearby telephone or doorbell.  However, profound deafness during infancy and toddlerhood is mercifully rare and usually diagnosed by a pediatrician during any competent medical exam.  In other words, it is highly unlikely that a child will suffer from complete hearing loss and even more unlikely that it will go undetected for a very long time.  Mild to moderate hearing loss, on the other hand, is a much more common problem.
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WHY IS A MILD TO MODERATE HEARING LOSS SUCH A SERIOUS PROBLEM?

During the early years, many children suffer from chronic or episodic hearing loss due to ear infections, allergies or congenital defects.  Adults with minor hearing difficulties usually can compensate by picking up the “gist” of a conversation and then filling in the words they did not hear distinctly.  However, infants and toddlers with similar impairments do not have the knowledge or experience necessary to do this, so there is no way they can fully understand and appreciate all that is being said.  Furthermore, children who CAN hear but cannot hear CLEARLY sometimes are misdiagnosed as “slow” or “stubborn.”  Consequently, they often miss months of critical language learning before detecting and correcting the real problem.
HOW CAN PARENTS KNOW IF THERE CHILD IS NOT HEARING CLEARLY?
Checking a baby’s ability to hear is quite easy, starting at about four months of age.  While she is awake, alert and engaged in some kind of play activity, stand in various positions off to the side and behind her.  Call her name in a normal voice.  Although it still may be a while before she truly knows her own name, she should turn her head accurately locate the source of the sound and smile.  If she does well with this, repeat the process using a gentle whisper.  Again, she should respond by orienting toward the source of the sound and smiling.

WHAT SHOULD PARENTS DO IF THE BABY FAILS THE WHISPER TEST?

If the baby does not respond appropriately, do not panic.  Try it again later, then a few more times over the course of several days.  If she “fails” repeatedly, a trip to the pediatrician is in order.  Until recently, some pediatricians were reluctant to become alarmed over mild to moderate hearing loss.  The conditions that cause them are rarely life threatening and children often “grow out” of them.  However, recent evidence indicating the potentially devastating consequences of language development has made pediatricians much more inclined to diligently pursue a diagnosis and arrange proper treatment immediately.

WHEN DOES LANGUAGE LEARNING REALLY START TO ACCELERATE?

As with any educational situation, it helps to have a receptive and motivated student.  During the second half of the first year, an infant not only becomes capable of understanding a few words, but her memory expands to the point where she can actually retain the meaning of them.  In addition, she becomes capable of moving about on her own.  She starts exploring every area to which she has access and investigating everything she encounters.  As this explosion in curiosity combines with her ever-increasing mental abilities, many opportunities to teach language to an eager pupil open up.
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WHAT KIND OF TEACHING WORKS BEST UNDER THESE CIRCUMSTANCES?

The easiest and most effective way to teach language at this point is to focus on and expand upon what the child is interested in at a particular moment.  As she pursues her independent activities, she will approach her parents from time to time to receive comfort (for example, if she has pinched a finger), to obtain assistance (if she cannot separate a pair of blocks) or to share the excitement of some discovery she has made (such as the candy wrapper she found under the sofa).  When she approaches on these occasions, it should not be hard to determine what is on her mind, even if she is not yet able to speak.
HOW CAN PARENTS EXPAND UPON THEIR CHILD’S INTEREST OF THE MOMENT?

As they are taking care of whatever need the child has indicated, all the parents need to do is talk to her about it in plain language (not “baby talk”), then throw in a related idea or two.  For instance, if she is excitedly exhibiting a candy wrapper, one can say, “My!  That is a pretty piece of paper.  It is yellow.  Your shirt is yellow, too; and your pants are blue.  Do you think you can find a blue piece of paper?”  As long as the language is clear, simple and relevant, an incredible amount of learning will take place.

HOW LONG SHOULD THESE LEARNING EPISODES LAST?

Do not push the child beyond her capabilities.  Her ability to absorb and retain material is still limited and her attention span is still short.  As a result, it may be only a few seconds (and rarely more than a minute or two) before she shows an inclination to resume her independent explorations and investigations.  When she does, allow her to do so.  Although brief, these little episodes add up to a lot of time in the course of a day.  Research shows that repeated episodes of such relaxed, relevant and CHILD-initiated verbal interchanges contribute significantly to optimal linguistic progress in the long run.

SHOULD PARENTS USE STORYBOOKS TO ENHANCE LANGUAGE LEARNING?
Storybooks can play a helpful role in exposing a baby to language.  However, it is essential to remember that to be effective, any educational experience of the early years must be in tune with the individual child’s interests and abilities as determined by his unique rate and pattern of progress.  For example, reading complicated tales will not work well with a one-year-old who does not yet have the attention span required to sit still for several minutes, who does not have the cognitive capacity to comprehend the plots and who would much rather just run the pages back and forth.  Even an 18-month-old is more likely to be amenable to simple pointing-and-naming games with picture books than a full-blown story session.  Patiently waiting until the child shows genuine interest in and ability to deal with basic storybooks (probably at about two years of age) allows the experience to have a far greater payoff.
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WHAT SHOULD BE DONE ONCE A CHILD STARTS SPEAKING?

Once children begin to speak, their favorite method of increasing their word power is through imitation of the people around them.  Therefore, parents should be careful to provide good language models for their offspring.  It is a good idea for parents to be aware of their vocabulary, syntax and grammar while, at the same time, taking care not to be too self-conscious and unnatural in their speech patterns.  Parents also should be sure to require steady improvements in their child’s linguistic output as time progresses.
HOW DEMANDING SHOULD PARENTS BE WITH REGARD TO PRONUNCIATION?

Depending upon the complexity of the words, expect small increments of progress on a month-to-month basis.  For example, “bah-bah” may be acceptable to a child’s initial efforts to obtain a desired plaything, but after a while, waiting for him to say “ball” more clearly before giving it to him is not unreasonable.  What IS unreasonable is demanding perfection too soon.  Many children are simply unable to master certain sounds until they are six or seven years old.  Therefore, saying “:wabbit” rather than “rabbit” or “thilly” instead of “silly” is normal for a toddler, and such minor problems should not cause a great deal of concern.  Parents should also expect occasional episodes of stuttering well into the preschool years.  Unless the stuttering is pervasive and persistent, this too shall not cause undue alarm.

WHAT ABOUT IMPROVEMENTS IN GRAMMAR?

In addition to merely mimicking what they hear, children eventually begin to construct phrases and sentences from their own minds.  However, it takes them several years to recognize and incorporate the intricacies and irregularities of the English language.  Consequently, although they may seem like dreadful lapses in language learning, states such as “I wented to the store” or “My foots are cold” are to be expected.  They represent a phase of real developmental progress between routine imitation and genuine self-production.  In such instances, some gentle “correction” is in order, but harsh “criticism” is unfair and unwarranted.
WHY DO OLDER SIBLINGS POSE A PROBLEM AT THIS POINT?

Most mothers and fathers manage to do an adequate job of modeling and molding without having to think too much about it.  Unfortunately, slightly older siblings present a problem in this regard.  They regularly expose the child to less-than-ideal language, and they rarely demand much in return.  As a result, it is common to witness the tragically comical scene of a parent being unable to communicate with the younger child unless the older child is available to “translate.”  Although this typically does not lead to serious long-term difficulties, it is a fact that first-born children tend to score higher than later-born siblings are on tests of language development.
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WHAT IF A FAMILY IS BI-LINGUAL?
There has been little research on this subject.  However, specialists seem to agree that this situation results in only minor short-term disadvantages while producing major long-term advantages.  For example, if the mother consistently speaks one language while the father consistently speaks another, a child will be a little slow to notice each one, but as long as he is exposed to two good models, he probably will catch up within a few years and be fluent in both languages.

ONCE A CHILD STARTS SPEAKING, DO “EXPRESSIVE” AND “RECEPTIVE” LANGUAGE CAPACITIES PROGRESS AT AN EQUAL PACE?

Throughout the early years, a child’s ability to understand words will always be greater than her capacity to use them.  By the time she is three, a child probably will be able to comprehend as much as two-thirds to three-fourths of all “everyday” language she hears.  However, it may be another three or four years before she talks as well as she listens.  For example, a preschooler is quite likely to know the difference between prepositions such as “over” and “under” or adjectives such as “short” and “tall,” but when speaking, she initially may use these words interchangeably if they both refer to the same general concept of “position” or “size.”

WHY DO YOUNG CHILDREN ROUTINELY MAKE MISTAKES OF THIS SORT?

The problem is due more to personality than intelligence.  Until they emerge from the early years, children tend to be extremely “egocentric” - they think that everyone is observing and processing the world in the same way they are.  They simply are unable to recognize that other people may have a different perspective.  Therefore, they often talk to others as if they are talking to themselves.  Since they know what they are thinking and what they mean, they assume that others will, too, so they can get sloppy about specifics and details.  After several years of social experience, they fully realize and appreciate the importance of accurate communications.  Again, in such circumstances, gentle “correction” is in order, but harsh “criticism” is unfair and unwarranted.

WHAT CAN PARENTS DO TO KEEP LANGUAGE DEVELOPMENT PROGRESSING SMOOTHLY AND IMPROVING STEADILY?

Keep in mind that young children learn best when they are having fun.  Some parents understandably become overly-anxious when it comes to promoting such an important aspect of development, but pushing too hard or too soon, although it may result in seemingly impressive short-term gains, ultimately will be counterproductive.  Therefore, rather than worrying about rigid “instructions,” parents should simply concentrate on having as many pleasant “conversations” with their child as possible.  As long as a child is experiencing frequent verbal exchanges that are interesting and enjoyable, his linguistic skill will progress in an appropriate pattern and at an optimal rate.
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THE STAGES OF
EARLY LANGUAGE DEVELOPMENT

Many people equate “language” with “speech.”  However, children typically start to “understand” words many months before they start to “say” them.  Therefore, parents should remember that during the early years, their child’s “receptive” capacities are far more important than her “expressive” capacities when it comes to monitoring and enhancing her language development.  The following is a graphic display and explanation of the stages of early language development.
INTEREST

IN SOUNDS……………….3 Months
DISCRIMINATE AND

PRODUCE SOUNDS………..…6 Months

FIRST WORDS

UNDERSTOOD……………………….8 Months
FIRST WORDS

SPOKEN………………………….……….14 Months

REGULAR
IMITATION……………………….…..………24 Months
GENUINE

CONVERSATION………………….………….……36 Months
STAGE 1: (BIRTH TO 3 MONTHS)

The child has no understanding of words.  Hearing gradually becomes less sensitive, and she is more often soothed than startled by sounds.  Vocalizations start with only crying and shrieking, but soon include “baby sounds” such as gurgling and babbling.

STAGE 2: 3 MONTHS TO SIX MONTHS)

The child still does not really understand words, but now is capable of accurately locating the source of sounds.  She can also distinguish different voices, usually showing a strong preference to those of her mother and father.  Vocalizing becomes more active, as she shows considerably more interest and delight in her own sounds.
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STAGE 3: (6 MONTHS TO 8 MONTHS)
A few simple words start to have true meaning for the child.  Vocalizations remain crude, but she continues to show increasing interest and delight in making (as well as listening to) speech sounds.
STAGE 4: (8 MONTHS TO 14 MONTHS)

The child’s receptive vocabulary increases substantially to include two or three dozen words plus several simple instructions.  She may start saying some words clearly as well.
STAGE 5: (14 MONTHS TO 24 MONTHS)

The child’s receptive vocabulary expands enormously to include two or three hundred words and phrases.  She also can comprehend and follow complicated instructions.  Expressive vocabulary also increases significantly.  She routinely imitates whatever she hears
STAGE 6: (24 MONTHS TO 36 MONTHS)

The child’s receptive vocabulary grows to the point where she can understand two-thirds to three-fourths of all “everyday” language.  Expressive vocabulary continues to expand rapidly as well, and genuine “conversations” become possible.  However, the child starts imitating less and producing more speech constructed in her own mind.  Therefore, although real progress is taking place, pronunciation and grammar may be imperfect on occasion.
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LANGUAGE ENHANCING ACTIVITIES

FOR INFANTS AND TODDLERS

Once a child shows signs of understanding a few simple words, the easiest and most effective way for parents to enhance language development is to focus and expand upon whatever seems to be the child’s specific interest of the moment.  However, mothers and fathers can supplement these child-initiated interchanges by introducing some additional language-enhancing activities such as the following.

POINTING-AND-NAMING GAMES WITH BASIC BODY PARTS
· Where is your nose?

· Where are your feet?

· Where are Mommy’s eyes?

SIMPLE INTERACTIVE GAMES

· Peek-A-Boo

· Patty-Cake

· Where Is Thumpkin?

WORDS-AND-ACTIONS RHYMES AND SONGS

· This Little Piggy

· The Eensy-Teensy Spider

· This Is The Way We Wash Ourselves

POINTING-AND-NAMING GAMES WITH SIMPLE PICTURE BOOKS
· Can You Find The Boy?

· Show Me The House

· Where Is The Sun?

NOVELTY RHYMES AND SONGS

· Ten Little Indians

· Old MacDonald Had A Farm

· There Was An Old Lady Who Lived In A Shoe

SIMPLE STORYBOOK SESSIONS

· The Three Little Pigs

· Snow White

· Little Red Riding Hood

INSTRUCTION AND RESPONSE GAMES

· Simon Says
· The Hokey-Pokey

· Red Rover
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IDEAS FOR STIMULATING SPECIAL CONVERSATIONS
WITH TODDLERS AND PRESCHOOLERS

Once a child begins using words (and understanding them), parents can easily and effectively enhance language development by modeling appropriate speech, gently molding proper pronunciation and grammar and introducing vocabulary during the many conversations that occur naturally every day.  However, mothers and fathers should be alert for opportunities to stimulate additional language-enhancing conversations in connection with special activities, events and occasions such as the following.

· Attending a move, play or concert

· Going to the supermarket or department store

· Riding in a car, bus or train

· Seeing the zoo or circus

· Going to an amusement park or fair

· Taking a nature walk through a park or preserve

· Going to a museum or library

· Participating in holiday celebrations

· Taking part in religious observances

· Visiting neighbors, friends and relatives

· Watching a sporting event

· Going to the beach or on a picnic

· Having medical and dental check-ups

· Taking a trip to the city or country

· Attending birthday parties

· Going out to eat

· Starting daycare or preschool

· Sitting through a heavy rainstorm or blizzard

· Passing by a construction site

· Visiting a firehouse or police station
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FIRST WORDS UNDERSTOOD
Many children who eventually exhibit superb linguistic skills do not SAY a great deal before the second birthday.  However, all such children start to UNDERSTAND some words between six and eight months of age.  During the early years, monitoring a child’s “receptive” vocabulary, rather than his “expressive” vocabulary, provides a far more accurate picture of how well his language development is progressing.  The following are the types of words and phrases children typically should understand even if they are not yet talking very much.

8 TO 12 MONTHS

· Mommy                                                                
· Daddy

· Names of other family members

· Names of pets

· Bye-Bye

· Wave Bye-Bye

· Shoe

· Ball

· Cookie

· Juice

· No-No

· Baby

12 TO 14 MONTHS

· Hi

· Cat (Kitty)

· Dog (Doggy)

· Cup

· Cracker

· Car

· Eyes

· Ears

· Feet

· Come here

· Sit down

· Stand up

· Stop that

· Hug Water

· Drink

· Chair
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· Book

· Socks

· Dance

· Patty-Cake

· Peek-A-Boo

· Bring/Give me

· Throw the ball

· Brush your hair/teeth

· Kiss me

14 TO 18 MONTHS

· Milk

· Spoon

· Keys

· Bed

· Cereal

· Horse

· Where is/are

· Let’s go

· Find

· Show me

· Apple

· Telephone (phone)

· Blanket

· Bottle

· Hat

· Coat (Jacket, Sweater)

· Turn on/Off the light

· Open/Close the door

· Don’t touch

· Do you want (A cookie, to get up, etc.)
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DETECTING HEARING LOSS IN BABIES
Good language development is dependent upon the ability to hear clearly.  Parents can help detect problems quickly by looking for the following basic indications of difficulty.

BIRTH TO 3 MONTHS

· Is not startled by sharp clap within three to six feet
· Is not soothed by parent’s voice

3 to 6 MONTHS

· Does not search for sources of sound by turning head and eyes

· Does not respond to parent’s voice

· Does not imitate own noises (“ooh,” “bah-bah)

· Does not enjoy sound-making toys  
6 to 10 MONTHS
· Does not respond to own name
· Does not respond to telephone ringing
· Does not respond to a soft voice

· Is unable to understand common words (“no,” “bye-bye”)

10 to 15 MONTHS
· Cannot point to or look at familiar objects when asked to do so
· Cannot imitate simple words or sounds

15 to 18 MONTHS
· Is unable to follow simple spoken directions
· Does not seem to expand understanding of words

ANY AGE
· Does not awaken or is not disturbed by loud sounds
· Does not respond when called

· Pays no attention to ordinary crib noises

· Uses gestures almost exclusively to establish needs and desires

· Always watches parent’s face intently when parent is talking
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SOURCES OF HELP AND INFORMATION ABOUT
EARLY LANGUAGE DEVELOPMENT

Making sure that language development proceeds well during the early years is one of the more important tasks of parenthood.  Early detection and immediate correction of problems is imperative.  The following is a list of local professionals and national agencies to contact for information and assistance.

LOCAL PROFESSIONALS

EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATOR – Daycare or preschool teachers can help parents set up appropriate expectations for linguistic performance at different stages of development.  They also can suggest simple systems for monitoring progress.

Telephone #

PEDIATRICIAN OR PEDIATRIC AUDIOLOGIST – If you suspect a speech impediment or hearing loss, medical specialists can perform a variety of diagnostic tests designed to identify the specific problem and recommend appropriate treatment.

Telephone #

SPEECH AND LANGUAGE THERAPIST – These professionals (usually affiliated with a hospital) can assist parents in molding a custom-made language enhancement program that will help minimize the long-term effects of any problem detected.

NATIONAL AGENCIES

American Academy of Pediatricians

www.aap.org
American Academy of Family Physicians

www.familydoctor.org
Alexander Graham Bell Association for the Deaf
www.agbell.org
American Speech-Language-Hearing Association

www.asha.org
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