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If you need this information in a different format or language, 
please contact: Flying Start, Children & Young People's Partnership,

Neath Port Talbot County Borough Council,
Ffrwdwyllt House, Commercial Road, Taibach, Port Talbot SA13 1PZ.

Telephone: 01639 873026
Fax: 01639 873021

A Guide
FOR PARENTS AND CARERS of children from birth-four years 

Speech and

language
development
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ContentsWelcome
Communication is an essential life skill and the ability to communicate impacts on
children’s life chances. The aim of this handbook is to provide parents and carers of
children in Neath Port Talbot with the right information and advice to help their child’s
speech and language to develop. 

The handbook explains the normal stages of early speech and language
development between birth and four years and aims to help you understand the
stage at which your child is functioning and the activities you can do to stimulate and
encourage further development. 

We recommend you speak to your child’s GP or health visitor if you have any
questions or concerns regarding any of the information enclosed.
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How is language
learned?
Everyday learning

Learning to communicate and talk is exciting for both children and their parents.
Every new parent looks toward the day when their child says their very first
word, and although it can take a while until babies develop language skills that
allow them to hold full conversations, they actually begin to communicate
verbally when they are very young.

In the beginning, babies express their needs by crying. As they grow, babies
then begin to try out their voices for more than merely crying, making a series of
first sounds that will soon develop into first words. Parents can encourage their
baby to learn by talking, reading and singing. Long before they utter their first
words, babies are learning about communication speech from listening to the
people around them.

Children will learn to talk at different stages. Some say their first word before
they are a year old while others may not speak until they are over two. Generally
however, children start to talk by 18 months.

Tips
Remember that toddlers can
understand what is said long
before they use the words
themselves. You could try
using natural gestures
alongside speech to give
your child visual clues to aid
them with the development
of the spoken word.

4 5

Remember that crying 
is an important way for
babies to get their point
across.

Before babies can speak,
they communicate with
you through eye contact,
smiling and gurgling.

Your baby learns by
hearing and doing, so 
if you say words and
make sounds they will
copy them.
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A baby’s first verbal
communication is crying.

Even very young babies
seem to respond to
being spoken to, turning
their heads toward a
familiar voice.

Sing and chat to your
baby. Babies love nursery
rhymes, which will help
them develop good
listening and talking skills.

It’s never too early to communicate

6 7

Baby talk  

birth-6 months
Tips

As parents, the way you talk
and play with your baby can
make a real difference to how
they develop and learn. 

You can try singing and
chatting to your baby. Babies
love nursery rhymes, which will
also help them develop good
listening and talking skills. Play
games, which use facial
expressions and look through
books together. Make sure you
give your baby your undivided
attention as this will help them
concentrate and listen.

Communication begins at birth. Although your baby won’t be able to talk to you
yet, they will communicate with you from the moment they are born. They will
start to understand speech even before they begin to speak and will be
interested in looking at your face and listening to your voice.

The first evidence of communication will come in the form of crying, eye
contact, cooing and smiling. While infants may not be very verbal yet, they are
constantly learning about language from the voices around them. 

It’s important to remember that every baby is different and will develop language
skills at their own rate. You should try singing and chatting to your baby as early
as possible as it can make a real difference to their development.

Very young babies cry in order to communicate their needs and at 3-6 months
babies start to babble and recognise familiar sounds and voices of people they
hear frequently. They will also make a wider range of different noises as well, to
try to get your attention.
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Tips for talking

At this early stage, children begin to pay more attention to people and become
more interested in what is going on around them.

At this stage of your child’s development, use lots of different sounds to interest
your child. These can be sounds that you make or sounds that things make,
such as a rattle or a squeaky toy. By drawing a child’s attention to sounds in
their environment, you can help to develop their listening skills and their
awareness of things around them.

Make good use of everyday activities like getting dressed, feeding or nappy
changing. These are great opportunities to encourage a child to look at you and
make good eye contact. It helps to establish their attention and basic
communication skills.

Use actions and gestures with words, for example waving as you say ‘bye-bye’
or pointing to or picking up their cup as you say ‘drink’. The more that you use
gestures and actions with words, the easier it is for them to relate what they see
and what they do with the language that they hear. 

Tips
Children will develop different
language skills at different
rates, but by this stage they
will typically babble things or
sounds, listen attentively and
start to understand words
like ‘bye-bye’ and ‘up’.

By 12 months or so, most
children have one or two
words that they say with
meaning and can comply
with simple requests (e.g.
“Can I have your cup?”) or
commands (e.g. "Don't
touch!") and questions (e.g.
“Where's your tummy?”).

Language development 

6-12 months

8 9

Remember that every
child is unique and will
develop language skills
at different rates.

Your child will begin to
become more interested
in what’s going on
around them.

Comment on everyday
activities that your child 
is involved in, like getting
dressed, eating and 
bath time.
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10

Your child’s
pronunciation will be
poor and often only you
will understand them.

Let your emotions shine
through your words;
they’ll have more impact
that way e.g. “Wow, look
at that great big tower
you’ve built”, “Oh no!
Your tower’s crashed.”

Match what you say with
what you do and with
your facial expressions or
gestures.

Starting to use language

Officially your baby is now a toddler. At this stage children will be starting to use
language as well as becoming more sociable towards others. Your child’s first
words may come slowly, but new words will quickly follow!

To encourage your child’s language development at this stage try singing nursery
rhymes. There are some great ideas on page 23. Nursery rhymes connect
language to actions and will help your child’s understanding and memory. Use
toys and objects that make a noise, as well as noisy tapes and books to
encourage attention and listening skills.

Using every opportunity to speak to your child about something that they
can see will help them connect words to the world around them. Name and label
any objects your child sees or is pointing at. This will help reinforce their
understanding of words. Talk to your child about what you are doing (e.g.
“Mummy is putting her shoes on”).

Tips
If 'first words' have not
emerged by 18 months make
a concerted effort to spend
half an hour a day just playing
and interacting one-to-one
with your baby. This can be
difficult to organise in larger
families, but it often does the
trick! You can discuss how to
make maximum use of this
time with a speech and
language therapist who may
suggest and demonstrate
various activities.

Language development 

12-18 months

11
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12

Let your child finish what
they are trying to say to
you. Be patient.

Remember that children
learn speech sounds
gradually. Try saying the
whole word back to them.

To help children to
understand, use objects
and gestures to help their
understanding.

Tips
At around two years of age
your child will probably have
built up a core vocabulary of
about one to two hundred
words, and learned to join
two words together. It is
important to remember that
children at this stage often do
not pronounce words clearly,
and that this is perfectly
normal. If this persists, then
you should mention it to your
GP or speech and language
therapist.

Language development 

18 months-2 years
Greater understanding

By now, children will be trying out new activities and actively exploring their own
environment. They may not always like being directed by adults.

Your child will probably be able to recognise and identify most common objects
and pictures of common objects when they are named. They will be able to
understand some complicated sentences and appear to understand the
meaning of longer sentences. Sounds and words will also be copied more
accurately; though don’t worry if your child’s words are not clear at this point.

Continue to talk about everyday activities with your child, as this will help them
connect language to the world around them. Remember that children learn
speech sounds gradually, so saying the whole word back to them is the best
way to encourage language, rather than correcting them. 

Often children can be frustrated when adults don’t understand them. Try to be
patient or wait for them to finish what they are saying or trying to show you.

13
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When your child makes
mistakes in their speech
model the correct form
of the word.

You know your child best
and will know if they are
making steady progress.

Include your child in
conversation and listen
attentively to them.

It’s good to talk

Between their second and third birthdays your child should make distinct
advancements in language development. Their vocabulary will probably double
and they will start speaking in longer sentences. Strangers will probably be able
to understand most of what they say by the time they reach three years of age.

Your child should now be able to follow two-part instructions (e.g. 'Get your
teddy and put it on the chair') and string two or three words together to talk
about and ask for things. One of the best ways you can help their language
development is to immerse the family in language. Speaking to each other,
listening to each other, reading with each other and writing with each other are
all means by which the family can develop their language and communication
skills together.

It is important to include your child in conversations, as it will allow them to
voice their own opinions and be heard. When they make mistakes in their
speech you should correct them without being harsh.

Language development 

2-3 years 
Tips

While each child's
development will be different,
your child should continue to
make progress with increasing
vocabulary, improving
sentence structure, and
progressively correct grammar.

While most differences in
development are well within
the range of normal, there are
times when parents are right
to be concerned. If a child's
speaking capabilities seem to
stall out or regress, you
should get help.

15
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16

Your child should now
be talking in simple
sentences.

Stories are a great way
to engage your child and
teach them about the
world.

Continue to assist your
child’s language
development. Engage
them in conversations and
read and write together.

Tips
Once your child is
comfortable with verbal
speech and reading, writing
is a great way to further their
development. You and your
child can do this together. 

You can continue to actively
assist your child’s language
development by speaking,
listening, reading and writing.
If you are worried about their
language development
consult your GP or speech
and language therapist.

Language development 

3 years +
Your child is now moving out of babyhood into childhood. They should now be
talking in simple sentences and it is usual for them to stutter and stumble when
trying to express themselves. 

Reading is a great way to further develop your child’s speech and language
skills and they should enjoy story time and be happy to engage in conversation.
Stories are also a great way to teach cultural lessons, so children who read will
become familiar with values and lessons that they may not come into contact
with in their own lives.

At four to five years of age your child should be able to speak clearly and in
mostly correct sentences. They will constantly be picking up new words and
phrases and at about four years, some children speak with a lisp. However, this
is usually outgrown soon after. Sounds should get easier for your child by the
time they reach their fifth birthday. You should consult your GP or speech and
language therapist if they are still having difficulty with sounds or if you don’t
think they are making steady progress.

Growing up

17
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Your role in
language learning
Parents are children's very first teachers and those who actively engage their
babies and children in conversation can have a great impact on their child's
ability to communicate verbally. Talking to babies, and having fun with nursery
rhymes and songs is a great way to lay the groundwork when it comes to
learning speech.

While there is no magic formula to help your child talk, there are things you can
do to help with your child’s development. Be natural with your child and always
respond when your child tries to communicate with you. The process of talking
involves listening, understanding, thinking, wanting and needing to speak, and
being able to coordinate all the right muscles.

Talking to babies everyday is important, preferably without resorting to "baby
talk." Remember that babies learn to talk from listening to others and it is
important to talk in a fun and friendly manner. Talking to your child doesn’t need
to be a chore and doesn’t need to be time consuming. Talking can easily fit into
your daily routine and can be extremely beneficial in your child’s speech and
language development.

The hands-on approach
Tips

Reading to babies and young
children is a great way to
encourage speech. Choosing
a variety of books as well as
rhyming can help babies with
the rhythm and flow of
language. Parents who
include children in
conversation are more likely
to have children who love to
talk. It's important to show a
genuine interest in babies'
attempts at language, from
their first coos to the stories
that they tell you.

18 19

Be patient - the process
of learning to talk is
gradual and may seem
slow.

Reading to your child,
story telling and rhymes
are all great forms of
communication.

Talk to your child everyday
and remember to make
the learning interesting
and fun. Give them your
undivided attention. 
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Be natural
Parental instinct

Parents know their children best and it is important to remember to enjoy this
exciting period in your child's development! 

Talk to your baby from day one as this will help you get to know each other and
will give your child a great start in life. Talk in a natural way about what your child
is doing, seeing and hearing. Listen to the sounds and the words they say and
respond so that your child knows you are listening. Read stories together from a
young age and make sure you make communicating fun.

Your child will learn language best when:
• You name things.
• You describe things. 

As they get older: 
• You compare things.
• You explain things and give directions to them. 

Give your child your undivided attention and chat to your baby in everyday
circumstances. For example the supermarket is a great place to chat to your
baby and introduce them to new words.

Tips
Playing is also a great way for
your child to learn about the
world. Try to spend time
everyday playing together as
newborns love physical play,
especially when you gently
tickle their face or count their
fingers and toes. When they
are a little older you can
introduce safe toys and make
lots of sounds to go with
them. That way your child will
hear different speech sounds
and learn that listening to
voices is fun.

20 21

Make sure that when
speaking, your child has
your undivided attention.

Communication isn’t just
about words, but your
tone of voice and your
facial expressions too.

Make talking fun.
Children will react better
and learn quicker.
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Rhyme time
Good for babies and adults

Babies love rhymes and they are more responsive and pay more attention to
rhymes than normal speech.

Before birth, babies hear the rhythmic beat of their mother’s heart. Shortly after
birth they are conscious of different rhythms and seem ready to tune into
rhythms of speech. Reciting rhymes to your baby can often be more beneficial
than normal speech.

Rhymes are also great for children, as they will have your undivided attention
and with your face so close to them they can imitate the sounds more easily.
Your speech is also softer, slower and higher pitched than normal speech,
which makes understanding easier and reflects your love for your child.

Most rhymes also include some physical interaction, which adds fun and surprise
and gives opportunities for smiles and laughter. Your child will learn about turn
taking, listening and joining in, which are all essential skills for communicating.

Some recommended nursery rhymes are:
Birth-2 years of age: This little piggy • Hush a bye baby • One-two buckle my
shoe • Pat-a-cake • What can the matter be.

2-3 years of age: Old McDonald • London Bridge • Incey wincey spider • Here
we go round the mulberry bush • The wheels on the bus •
Row, row, row your boat.

Tips
Make sure your baby is in a
good mood before you begin
nursery rhymes and they
should be looking at you.
Give lots of praise when your
child joins in and personalise
rhymes by adding your
child’s name where possible.

Rhymes are also great for
adults! Saying a rhyme can
be an effective way of
starting communication and
sustaining interaction, as the
baby is likely to respond
enthusiastically and want to
hear more. 

22 23

When singing nursery
rhymes turn off the TV
and radio, so your voice
can be clearly heard.

Begin with familiar
rhymes, which comfort
your child and work
towards new rhymes.

Remember to make it
fun! The more engaged
your child is, the more
they will learn.
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Dummy debate
For parents and carers, the most important advantage of the use of dummies is
their roles in helping babies settle down to sleep or to soothe them. However,
there are a number of disadvantages associated with the use of dummies, most
of which impact upon the child’s speech and language development.

Prolonged dummy use and thumb sucking for long periods each day can affect
a child’s speech and language development, as well as teeth alignment. They
also reduce babbling and a child’s experimentation with sounds which is an
important step in learning to talk.

Speech and language therapists recommend that children over 12 months
don’t use a dummy. If your child continually uses a dummy it may adversely
affect speech and language development by restricting tongue movement. This
change in the pattern of tongue movements may make your child speak later
than other children, or make speech sounds unclear. Over use of a dummy may
even create a gap between the front teeth, which may lead to a lisp.

The pros and cons

Tips
Dummies may be useful in
settling young babies and
encouraging strong sucking
patterns, but their specific
usefulness declines after a
developmental age of six
months. 

The increased risk of ear
infections, dental problems
and limiting of babbling and
use of sounds are all good
reasons not to give dummies
to infants over one year old,
especially during the day and
when they are interacting with
other children and adults.

24 25

Don’t let using a dummy
become a habit for your
child.

A baby with a dummy
has fewer opportunities
to babble.

It’s okay to use a dummy
- providing it is used
selectively and sensibly.
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If your child hesitates over words, repeats whole sentences or sounds, or
completely blocks on some sounds or words, it may be a sign of early
stammering. For some children this may be a time of non-fluent speech, which
may get better as your child becomes more familiar with speech and language.

Stammering, or stuttering, is a problem with the normal flow and timing of
speech. Your child may struggle to get their words out or keep repeating words.

Around five per cent of children develop a stammer at some point. It usually
starts between the ages of two and five when a child is first learning speech and
language skills. Remember that it’s okay to be non-fluent and if your child
becomes frustrated by the way they are talking, encourage them to talk about
how they feel. Give your child lots of opportunity to explain how they feel and
don’t laugh or tell them off. 

If the problem persists and you or your child are still anxious please contact
your GP or local speech and language therapist.

Stammering or stuttering

Time to talk
stammering

Tips
If your child is stammering
give them plenty of time for
conversation and when you
talk them, try to speak a bit
slower than you would
usually. This will slow down
the natural pace of the
conversation and might help
your child to speak without
stammering. You can also try
keeping your sentences short
and uncomplicated, which
will encourage your child to
do the same.

26 27

Many children grow out
of stammering without
any treatment but it's
best to get help sooner
rather than later.

Avoid saying or finishing
words for your child. It
can be tempting, but it is
better to give your child
time. Be patient.

You know your child best
so if you think there is a
cause for concern, then
refer them to a speech
and language therapist.
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Every child is different

Language development 

concerns
Tips

If you suspect that your child
has a problem with their
speech development it is
important to get a referral to
see a qualified speech
therapist. See your GP or
health visitor about how to
get a speech therapy referral.
Remember parents know
their own child better than
anyone else so don't let
anyone put you off about
seeking advice if you think
your child has problems with
their speech.

While most children’s speech develops on schedule there are occasionally signs
that things are not progressing, as they should. It’s natural for parents to worry,
and lisping and stammering are often cited by parents as causes for concern.

While developmental milestones matter, it is important to remember each child
is different. As a parent, you are the best judge of whether your child is making
steady progress, so trust your instincts. While every child is unique, the
following guidelines can help parents to determine if it is time to seek assistance
for their children:
• If your child isn’t making noises or cooing by three months of age.
• If they aren’t babbling by their first birthday.
• If they haven’t spoken any words by 18 months.
• If less than 50 percent of words spoken are understandable by strangers by

the second birthday.
• If less than 90 percent of words spoken are understandable by strangers by

the third birthday.
• Any difficulty with language at age four to five should be investigated.

2928

Children learn at different
rates so don’t compare
children. However, make
sure that progress is
steady.

Language development
of all children occurs
gradually through
interaction with people
and the environment.

In the first six months,
most children learn to
make eye contact, smile
when an adult sees
them, and use different
cries for different needs.
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Speech and
language therapy
The myths - true or false

The pre-school years are an important time in regards to speech and language
development. Sometimes families feel that there are reasons to wait to have
their child seen by a speech and language therapist. Some think its better to
wait and see if your child outgrows the problem. However, children’s
communication can be assessed at any age, and children often benefit from
direct intervention early.

If your child is slower in their speech and language development than other
children their age, you may feel it is something to do with their gender or that it will
improve once they start school. However, boys are not necessarily slower to talk
than girls and early problems are best addressed as soon as possible. Early
intervention will help your child gain the skills they need to be successful at school.

Communication can also be assessed in ways other than speech, so by
seeking intervention you could receive suggestions to help encourage speech
and language skills in case your child doesn’t outgrow their delay.

Tips
Speech and language therapy
for children with speech and
language difficulties, such as
stammering is available under
the NHS. Speech and
language therapists work
with children both individually
and in groups. They can also
refer your child to a specialist
centre or intensive course.

30 31

If your child is slow to
talk or frustrated during
interactions, they may 
be having trouble
expressing themselves.

By seeking help you
could receive suggestions
on ways to encourage
speech and language
skills.

Don’t be afraid to seek
help and intervention
early. Early problems are
best addressed as soon
as possible.
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Useful contacts
Advisory Centre for Education
(ACE)
0808 800 5793
www.ace-ed.org.uk

Afasic Parents UK Helpline
0845 3 55 55 77
www.afasicengland.org.uk

British Dyslexia Association
0845 251 9002
www.bdadyslexia.org.uk

Contact a Family
0808 808 3555
www.cafamily.org.uk

Family Lives
0808 800 2222
www.familylives.org.uk

ICAN
8 Wakely Street
London
EC1V 7QE
0845 225 4073

National Deaf Children's Society
(NDCS)
0808 800 8880
www.ndcs.org.uk

NHS Direct
0845 4647
www.nhsdirect.nhs.uk

Royal National Institute of 
Blind People (RNIB)
0303 123 9999
www.rnib.org.uk

The British Stammering 
Association
0845 603 2001
www.stammering.org

The National Autistic Society 
Helpline
0845 070 4004 (10am-4pm Mon-Fri)
www.autism.org.uk

The National Literacy Trust - 
Talk To Your Baby
www.literacytrust.org.uk/talk_to_your_baby

Children and Young Peoples
Partnership
01639 873041

Children's Information Service
01639 873018

Port Talbot Resource Centre
01639 813868

The Early Years Development
and Childcare Unit
01639 873018

Neath Port Talbot Hospital
01639 862000

National contacts Local contacts

32 33
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Notes
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