
Milestones for speech and language development 
 

Child’s first year 
 
 
 

Child’s speech and language development 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Language develops through interactions with the environment. Even 
young babies start to become more interested in human voices than 
other ambient sounds. A young baby can recognise the sound of their 
mother’s voice soon after birth. A baby looks towards human faces and 
knows when attention is being paid to them. During the first two 
months, the baby makes reflexive sounds, such as crying, smacking 
their lips and burping. At the age of about 2–4 months, most babies can 
maintain eye contact with other people, smile at them and start 
watching the expressions of others. The baby starts to make sounds to 
show their pleasure, such as cooing and laughter. At the age of about 
4–7 months, a baby’s ability to control their own vocal production and 
articulation movements develops further, and the baby starts to ‘play’ 
with their voice, growling, blowing raspberries, whispering and 
squealing. 

 
The baby starts to become more interested in the 
surrounding world. The baby learns how to divide 
their attention between an adult and an object 
and starts to gradually use gestures, looks and 
sounds to get attention and to give it. A baby 
starts babbling at the age of 7–10 months. At this 
stage, the baby is playing with their speech 
organs and starts to produce similar sounds to 
adult speech. At first, babbling consists of simple 
series of vowels and consonants, such as 
‘tetetete’ and ‘bababa’, but grows gradually more 
complicated, with sounds such as ‘kugi-kugi’. 
Babies 



speak their first words at the age of about 9 to 12 months. 
However, sometimes it can take up to 18 months for a child to 
utter their first words. At the age of one year, a baby understands 
several words and some shorter expressions. Babies can 
understand speech better than they are able to express 
themselves, as their expressions are mostly based on body 
language. They still babble a lot, even if they use a few first 
words. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
One-and-a-half-year-old child 

 
The child can understand and follow simple directions. They use 
some individual words. The child’s speech is still often unclear and 
they are not yet able to utter all sounds. Their vocabulary is growing 
all the time. At this age, there are major differences between children 
when it comes to speech production. Some children can say many 
words while others are just practising their first words. Some 
important things are that the child holds eye contact, uses gestures 
(waves, points at objects, lifts their hands when wanting to be held) 
and follows when others point at something. 

 
Two-year-old child 

 
The child can understand simple instructions. They can say 
their name and speak in sentences of 2–3 words, 
conjugating the words. The child knows more than 250 real 
words (varies from 0 to 600 words). 
 

At the age of about 2.5 years, the child may learn 50 words per day 
during the busiest stage. 

 
Three-year-old child 

 
The child understands simple stories and instructions. They use 
questions, imperative clauses and negative clauses and are able to 
say fairly long, four or five word sentences. The child’s speech is 
almost completely clear and understandable. Some individual sounds 
may be missing or replaced with another sound. There may also be 
some brief periods when the child does not speak as fluently and 
may, for example, keep repeating some syllables or words. The child 
enjoys looking at and reading books together and takes part in the 
reading by pointing at pictures and talking about what is happening 
in the book. 

 
Four-to-five-year-old child 

 
The child’s speech starts to resemble the 
speech of an adult more and more. The 
child understands the basic rules of 
conjugating words and forming sentences. 
The child becomes better at describing 
places, location, objects and different 
matters. The child starts to use their 
imagination in more creative ways than 
before. Their stories start to be longer and 
linguistically more complex, which also 
allows the child to practise their thinking 
and linguistic skills. 

Six-year-old child 
 

The child's vocabulary comprises around 14,000 words and their 
pronunciation is clear and faultless, following the general standards of speech. 



The child is able to name objects and symbols easily. The child 
becomes more aware of different sounds and starts to understand 
how words are made up with different sounds. They can discern the 
sound differences in words, and the child learns how to combine, 
remove, add and count sounds. 

 
The child learns basic social interaction skills; they concentrate on 
listening when someone speaks, ask questions about what they hear, 
answer questions, take turns speaking and follow instructions given 
to them. The child enjoys riddles, figuring things out and thinking 
things over. 

Tips for supporting the speech and language 
development of a small child 

 
A child’s language skills develop through interactions with those 
taking care of the child. In these interactive situations, it is 
important that the adult is present and concentrates on the baby. 
Some examples of natural everyday interactions are changing 
nappies, mealtimes, getting dressed, bedtime and playing. A child's 
first communication method is crying. The parent responds to this 
by holding the child and calming them down or by feeding them 
and changing their nappy, for example. A small child does not only 
communicate through crying, though,  
they also use their whole body, 
expressions and gestures. When 
caring for a baby, adults often 
instinctively use ‘caretaker speech’, 
making the tone off their voice 
softer and higher than normal. During the early stages, the range 
within which a child can hear accurately is more attuned to these 
sound frequencies. 

 
You can start practising dialogue even with a small child (child makes 
some noise - the parent answers them - the child makes noises again, 
etc.)Pause your speech and give the baby some time to take part in 
the interaction. Dialogue and taking initiative can also be practised 
during play (for example, when singing or reciting nonsense poems): 
the parent starts to recite the nonsense poem, but then pauses, 
before continuing immediately when the child gestures or makes a 
sound, asking their parent to continue. 

 
 
 
Playing with sounds, such as by babbling back at a small child, encourages the 
child to continue and experiment with new kinds of sounds and volumes. 
Meaning can be assigned to babbling, and the child's interests can be expressed 



in words. For example, when a child is looking at a doll, a parent can 
say  ‘yes, that is a doll’. 

 
A child’s language development is comprehensively linked to rest of 
their development. When a child moves around or crawls about they 
get more varied experiences of their environment with all their 
senses. Say out loud about the things and objects within the child’s 
sight or that the child is interested in. When dressing the child, for 
example, explain to them what is going on. (’Let's put the green socks 
on’, etc.)This teaches the child the names of objects and 

things. With a small child, 
you should speak about 
‘here and now’ situations, 
as they still have a short 
memory. 

 
 

The child learns the 
language by imitating others and through example. Speak and talk 
to the baby. Use short and simple sentences, repeat words, 
comment on what is going on, name things, objects and 
emotions. Use different words when speaking so that the child 
can hear several definitions for the same thing (For example, 
when you are describing a toy, change the adjective you are using 
(big, large, huge...)). When playing with an older child, you can 
practise various skills inconspicuously, such as terms for location 
and classification (ask the child to hide the smaller ball behind a 
chair or organise Lego blocks in groups based on their colour). 

Steer the child’s interest towards the sounds of the 
environment and ask them what they heard. Listen to music with 
the child, too. You can also clap with the child with the rhythm of 
the music. Keep the soundscape at home clear. For example, do 
not keep the TV on unnecessarily. This makes it easier for the 
child to pay attention to what is being said. 

 
Songs, nonsense poems and nursery rhymes help develop the 
child’s sense of rhythm and their ability to discern different 
sounds. Developing a sense of rhythm is also important to 
language development. This teaches the child to discern the 
syllables in words, for example. 

 
Reading illustrated books together with the child improves 
their vocabulary and imagination. With a young, 1–2-year-old 
child, you can look at simple picture books and name the 
different things  
based on the child’s interests. With 
an older toddler, you can talk about 
what is happening in the pictures 
and read short, illustrated stories. 
With older children, you can start 
reading longer stories. After reading 
a story, you should talk about the 
story with the child, and you can ask 
the child to retell the story using 
their own words. 

 
Listen to the child’s stories without interrupting and ask them 
simple questions. This helps develop the child’s expressive skills 
and teaches them how to explain the essential parts of a story. 

Encourage the child to play with their lips and tongue (mouth exercises), because the small muscles used for different movements have an important role in 
speech motoric skills. Let the child blow water bubbles or use a straw to blow bobbles in water. You can float feathers or try to keep a balloon up in the air by 
blowing on it with an older child. Tongue movements can be practised by playing a game where the child’s mouth is a house and their tongue is a paint brush 



painting the walls (cheeks) and the ceiling (roof of the mouth). 
 

Children also need experiences from interactions with their peers to learn how to behave in a group and how to use their language skills in different situations. 
Playing with friends helps develop a child’s social skills. 

 
“There are a great deal of reasons why a parent should take half an hour to play with their child – and then read a book with them. These provide plenty of support for the 
child’s language skills.” 

 
 

(Marja-Leena Laakso, 2008) 
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