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Baby Talk
Even from birth, babies are laying 

the groundwork for their speech 
and language development. 

While they may cry randomly in 
their early days, many babies quickly 
develop different crying sounds to 
communicate different needs. They 
also — thankfully! — go longer periods 
without crying, indicating an early 
understanding that it should be used 
for times of need. 

They respond to sounds by startling 
to loud noises and calming when 
they hear Mother’s voice. 
They begin to find their 
own voice by making 
cooing sounds with 
their throats (in later 
months, they will learn 
how moving their mouth 
can change these sounds 
into many others).

If baby’s this busy, Mom should be 
too. Talk to baby while looking into 
his eyes; one day he will mimic your 
behavior. Respond to her overtures, 
whether it is a smile, gaze or gurgle 
— your response reinforces her early 
communication attempts and helps 
her learn to repeat it and build on it — a 
principle that will hold true throughout 
her lifelong learning.

If your baby has ear infections, make 
sure to keep an eye on them. Treat them 

when recommended by your 
pediatrician and follow 

up to make sure the 

ear has returned to normal. If baby 
has several such infections, consider 
having baby’s hearing tested. Another 
red flag is if baby shows no response 
to sound at all by three months of age. 
It’s crucial to make sure her ears are 
working well so she can absorb the full 
impact of your speech.

Developing speech 
and language 
from birth 
to three years
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Baby Talk
The development of language may be one of the most exciting and significant transformations 
in the first few years of life. Early language development is closely associated with positive 
outcomes in social, emotional and academic performance later in life. It begins at birth and, 
in typical children, explodes rapidly in the toddler years when the brain is primed for optimal 
growth. During this precious window of opportunity, it is vital for parents to nurture speech 
and language development and look for help if there are signs of trouble. There is a lot that 
parents and caregivers can do to support their child’s development, so let’s get started!

Developing speech 
and language 
from birth 
to three years

During this stage, another great leap toward speech 
occurs: babbling. Typically developing babies begin 
babbling by repeating a consonant-vowel combination 

such as “dadadada.” Later, they progress to mixing different 
sounds in one string of babble. By the end of this time, they 
show their growing awareness of social communication, 
interacting with parents and participating in “conversational” 
exchanges by looking at you and taking turns “speaking.”

These vocalizations have no specific meaning, but they are 
the baby’s first opportunity to practice speech sounds and early 
communication skills. Encourage baby by responding to her 
babbles enthusiastically. At times you may echo baby’s sounds 
— this provides positive feedback to the baby and encourages 
him to mirror you. Other times you may choose to respond to 

baby’s non-speech with actual speech, providing a model of 
true language. Even though baby may not yet be able to show 
any understanding, the more you talk to your baby, the more 
opportunities he will have to learn.

Likewise, it is never too early to begin reading to your baby. 
Reading together, even in infancy, is a major predictor of 
optimal language and cognitive development. Looking at the 
pictures together lays the groundwork for joint attention, an 
important early social skill that will begin to emerge over the 
coming months. Choose just a few simple, repetitive books at 
this age so baby has many opportunities to learn the included 
language and ideas. Make sure to interact with baby during 
reading and respond to baby’s noises and gestures during this 
and other activities.
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How do they grow from baby to toddler so fast? In 
their second half-year, babies continue to refine 
their ability to produce different consonant 

and vowel sounds. At the same time, their ability to use 
language communicatively begins to truly emerge. By 
nine months, your baby should be able to engage in a 
playful exchange of sounds, responding to your overtures. 
Babies’ growing capacity for joint attention means that 
they show interest in looking at what you’re looking at — 
and that’s what language and communication are about, 
being aware of the other person’s thoughts. 

They will begin to show receptive understanding of 
language — for example, by looking at Daddy when you 
say his name. Rather than babbling endlessly, they may 
begin to cut it short to resemble more word-like bits of 
speech (e.g., “baba” instead of “bababababa.”) By the end 
of their first year, they will likely call both parents by 
name (or an approximation thereof) and have at least two 
other words for familiar objects.

This is the prime time for hand play — think peekaboo 
and patty-cake — and songs with motions, like “If you’re 
happy and you know it.” Linking words with movement 
intensifies and solidifies the child’s learning. This principle 
remains true throughout childhood, but it all begins now 
as baby starts to understand the meaning of words. This 
is the age of waving bye-bye, pointing at objects and other 
simple communicative gestures. 

Talk to your pediatrician 
about getting evaluated if by... your child is not yet:

6 months looking towards sounds
showing interest in looking at people by gazing at your eyes

9 months babbling with consonants

12 months waving bye-bye or making any gestures
pointing to objects
enjoying peek-a-boo games

15 months saying any word approximations

24 months saying about 50 or more words
talking clearly enough to be understood
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Babies make a big leap when they realize that they can 
communicate purposefully to get what they want. 
They’ve long been performing for attention, but now 

they can point to request specific things, shake their head 
and generally make their will known. They may follow 
simple directions, such as “Bring me the ball,” and show their 
understanding of routine words by running to the high chair 
when you say it’s time to eat.

If your child does not respond to your cues in these ways, 
don’t let it go — use the opportunity to teach him what you 
mean by adding a gesture or guiding him to the appropriate 
action. Next time, give him another chance to see if he can do 
it on his own.

Now that they have the basics in place, toddlers are 
poised for exponential growth in the quantity and quality 
of their communication. Help them develop language by 
expanding on their attempts: If they say “car” you might 
reply, “You got the car!” or “Car goes bye-bye!” 
Use every opportunity to build concepts and 
their language. In addition to objects, label 

events, actions and descriptions to develop a greater range of 
language and cognition. Talk away during bath time, play time, 
dressing — whatever you do with a toddler is an opportunity 
for tremendous learning and growth.

Some children are just late talkers by nature and will be 
fine. But if your toddler is not developing much language, this 
is a good time to ask yourself if you are providing enough 
interactions and experiences to lead him in that direction. 

One common parent pitfall is giving children what they 
need and want without waiting for them to ask or encouraging 
them to ask in a more sophisticated way. You’re often busy and 
if you know what they want anyway, it’s tempting to just give 
it to them before anything else happens — but then they are 
not motivated to develop better language for making requests. 
When a child wants or is interested in something, that is the 
best time to interact and build her language skills because she 
is already engaged. Just be careful to keep it light and gentle; 

don’t push the child to the point of frustration.

Childhood Stuttering
Many children stutter, stammer 

or hesitate in their speech between 
the ages of two and six years old. 
Disfluency typically emerges after 
children have already learned to talk 
normally. While some children go 
on to have a true stuttering problem, 
most children outgrow disfluency on 
their own by around six years old.

If you are worried about your 
younger child’s stuttering, the most 

important thing is to stay calm — 
stress makes it more difficult for the 
child. Consult a stuttering specialist 
to ascertain whether the disfluency 
requires direct therapy or if there are 
ways to help your child at home. 

Randy Dorfman, a stuttering expert, 
strongly cautions parents to seek out 
a specialist for stuttering concerns 
rather than a general speech therapist. 
The professional designation for this 
is Board Recognized Specialist in 
Fluency (BRS-F).

Talk to babies and children at their eye 
level. Not only does this get their attention 
better, they will also get important cues 
from your facial expressions and mouth 
movements. If you are a fast talker, slow down 
to give young ones more time to process.
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Your former cooing baby is 
now walking, talking and 
gearing up for preschool. 

Where did the time go? By three 
years, most of your child’s speech 
should make at least some sense 
even to a stranger. Her vocabulary 
continues to grow, and she is using 
words in new ways — combining 
more in phrases or sentences, 
attaching descriptions to things 
and having little conversations. 

Toddlers often simplify their 
speech by leaving out sounds 
or substituting easier ones, but 
these habits should be fading 
by the time they turn three. 
Congratulations, you’ve made it 
through toddlerhood!

By now, children should be able to repeat your words, 
though they may not pronounce them properly. Continue 
to model accurate speech but don’t worry about the child’s 

accuracy — she is learning a new skill and cannot be expected 
to get it perfectly right away. Give positive reinforcement for any 
new display of language, without pressing for more.

Never, ever point out a child’s speech errors — that only 
brings her attention to it, which reinforces something that 
otherwise would likely have disappeared on its own eventually. 
The child will also pick up on your anxiety or negative feelings 
about his errors, and this pressure is usually counterproductive. 
You can simply repeat back the child’s words in a corrected form 
so he hears an accurate model for his idea. Healthy language 
development is about communication even more than it is about 
speech.  

By the end of this stage, toddlers should be able to combine at 
least two words to express an idea. To encourage them to develop 
this skill, try teaching a word that can be repeated in different 
pairs — for example, “eat apple” and “eat chicken” work together 
to reinforce the idea of pairing a verb and object.

Another important emerging skill is pretend play. Interact 
with your toddler in role-playing games to see whether she 
understands the functions of objects and actions — she will 
show you what she cannot yet tell you. Talk about what she is 
doing to model language that matches her thoughts and actions. 
Playing with your toddler and talking throughout provides even 
more opportunities to expose him to language and concepts.
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While we talk about “milestones” for certain age 
groups, it doesn’t mean that every child needs to 
reach every milestone at the given age. Milestones 

are a general reference point to help give you an idea of what 
to expect. Don’t worry if your child is reaching milestones at 
the later end of the age range (e.g., she hits the 9-12 month 
milestones at 12 months) or if he misses one milestone in a 
group. But if you notice that several milestones in one category 
aren’t happening, then you should seek a professional 
evaluation to see if there may be a need for intervention. 

Also take action if a child starts withdrawing or regressing 
after he was already developing typically, or if you simply feel 
like something is wrong — parents have great instincts that 
deserve attention even if it’s something that doesn’t appear on 
any checklist. Early identification and treatment is essential to 
prevent problems from becoming entrenched and interfering 
with other areas of growth.

A professional evaluation is helpful even if it does not 
result in therapy services. If there is indeed no problem, it can 
officially allay your fears and help you avoid feeling guilty if 
problems arise later. The evaluation itself can also help you 
better understand your child’s development and needs, and 
the therapist performing the evaluation can provide helpful 
advice for you to address minor issues on your own even if 
professional therapy is not recommended.

If you have a strong feeling that your child’s need is 
significant but he has been denied services, there are processes 
to appeal that decision. You are the only true advocate for your 
children; don’t be afraid to fight for their needs. You can also 
often find subsidized or low-cost services in training colleges or 
other clinics. Touro College’s Speech and Hearing Center offers 
a range of affordable, high-quality services to the Brooklyn 
community. Therapists-in-training tend to be especially up-to-
date and are supervised by experts in the field. 
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