
Early Language Development 

What to expect in the first three years 

 

Communication begins at birth and the sounds that babies make have a purpose 

and are meaningful. 

Children learn by listening and watching - so it is essential to talk to your child, sing 

songs and rhymes and share books. 

 

Right from birth, babies learn language and communication skills. They will develop 

skills to understand language long before they start speaking. 

 

Things babies do before they learn to talk... 

Babies interact with their world by: 

- Crying and squealing 

- Exploring objects and banging, throwing or putting them in their mouth 

- Copying other people’s actions, eg. waving, clapping 

- Looking, smiling, frowning, to communicate 

- Taking turns in making sounds 

- Babbling, cooing 

This is a very important period for language development and these skills must be 

encouraged. 

 

By the age of one... 

Gradually, children begin to develop more meaningful communication by: 

- Nodding or shaking head to express “yes” or “no” 

- Use simple words, eg. “mama”, “dada” 

- Make up words 

- Recognise and learn names of things, eg. car, bear 

- Use simple words to ask for something, eg. boo = bottle 

- Babbling with some real words 

- Begin to recognise and name simple body parts, eg. ear, nose 

- Follow simple commands, eg. “come here”, “wave bye” 

 

By the age of two… 

- Vocabulary of 50 - 200 words 

- Start to put 2 - 3 words together 

- Answer simple questions, eg. “what’s that?” 

- Follow two simple instructions, eg. “put the ball on the table” 

 

   



By the age of three… 

- Use longer sentences of up to 5 words 

- Use words like “and” to join sentences 

- Understand and talk about colours, simple shapes 

- Understand simple location words, eg. in, on, under 

- Follow 3 instructions, eg. “give big teddy to mummy” 

- Have a simple conversation 

- Share books and talk about pictures 

- Constantly learning new things 

 

 

 

How to encourage early language skills 

- Copy playful sounds babies make, as this will encourage turn-taking in 

conversation 

- Play simple games such as peek-a-boo 

- Talk using short, simple sentences 

- Talk about and point out objects that can be seen and heard 

- Sing songs and rhymes together 

- Expand on simple words, eg. the child says “ball”, you say “throw the ball” 

- Praise all attempts to talk 

- Smile and show that you are listening 

- Look at books together and talk about the pictures 

- Tal about what is happening when you are with your children 

- Talk about what children are doing 

- Go for walks, go to the park and talk about new places as this will help 

them learn new words 

- Encourage television shows that help them learn. Limit television so that 

you have time to do other things with them. 

 

 

 

If you would like more 

information or continue to be 

concerned about your child’s 

progress, the contact your local 

Speech Pathologist 

 

Moore Speech Pathology 

(02) 4353 3226 

info@moorespeech.com.au 

 

 


