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As a student of speech-language pathology, I became interested in the subject of language and 
language acquisition because of the mystery of it all. Learning about and realizing the power 
of language intrigued me. Recognizing that language can take you from the here and now, and 
transport you to the past, to the future, and to imaginary places; realizing that just by saying 
a word, a curse could be delivered or—a more pleasant thought—a promise could be made; 
and appreciating that while an act, or the absence of an act, could break a promise, merely say-
ing the words “I promise” creates a bond of intention between two people fascinated me and 
propelled me into the study of language development and childhood language disorders. As I 
progressed in my study of language, I marveled more and more at authors of fiction who are 
masters of figurative language and symbolism, and I contemplated with wonder those authors 
of nonfiction who use language to describe events that upon reading become shared events be-
tween the author and the reader. 

As a young child listening to fairy tales, few words stirred my imagination as much as my 
mother reading, “Once upon a time, there was . . .”. As a child, I began to love going to plays, 
just to have words and actions envelop me for a few captivating hours. As a young teenager, I 
spent hours on the phone talking with my best friend about everything within our universe. It 
was our conversations that bonded us—talking about our plans for the future and dissecting 
every detail of the events of joy and disappointment in junior high and senior high. 

I lived in a college town with four universities nearby. Often when famous individuals were 
invited to speak at these universities, my parents took me to hear them so I would be exposed 
to scholarly leaders. While I may not have understood much of what was said at these events, 
I was struck by the occasion, by the fact that these were people with thoughts and words, and 
that it was important to get “dressed up” to go to auditoriums, churches, or banquet rooms to 
hear them speak about their experiences and their views. 

Later in the mid-1960s, as editor of my high school newspaper, I took my journalistic 
responsibility quite seriously, conscious that my fellow students and I were creating a 
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manuscript of our words and our thoughts. I wrote editorials to persuade, to pontificate (yes, I 
may have been a little pompous), and to motivate. As a high school and college student in the 
1960s, language was amazing! Phrases such as “The New Frontier,” the “War on Poverty,” and 
“We shall overcome” were galvanizing. During the era of activism, words, phrases, and lan-
guage were vehicles of social, political, and economic change. Language is very powerful.

Thus, with my love for language, as a graduate student of speech-language pathology, I be-
came fascinated with studying the processes of language acquisition. As children develop, they 
progress through the stages of language acquisition without formal instruction and without the 
benefit of systematic explicit tutelage. The outcome of their marvelous developmental journey 
is the acquisition of a phonological system, extensive semantic and grammatical systems that 
convey a myriad of thoughts and communicative functions, the ability to comprehend the lan-
guage of others, and the capacity to perform executive functions. In literate cultures, children 
also acquire the milestones of literacy acquisition. Children begin with reflexive vocalizations 
to which their caregivers give meaning and reply as though there was communicative intent on 
the part of the baby. This social dance, replete with vocalizations and gestures, over the course 
of months evolves into intentional communication with a phonology, vocabulary, syntax, and 
pragmatics that correspond to the young one’s linguistic community. This occurs around the 
globe, in all cultures, and across all socioeconomic circumstances. Given that our world is a 
social, economic, technological, and commercial village, an understanding and respect for all 
cultures, languages, and peoples is a requisite for all professionals. 

Every year new information, new theories, and new evidence are published about devel-
opment to explain the complexities that create and facilitate the language acquisition process. 
Language and communication are the products of a biological, developmental, and environ-
mental synchrony of various systems, which together produce a linguistically capable and 
literate human being. This text examines these systems, including the role of biology, child 
development, and the linguistic input that abounds in the child’s environment. In addition to 
responding to the biology and linguistic interplay, intentional well-formed communication 
develops when there is efficient hearing and appropriate social–emotional development. The 
authors who have contributed to this text provide the latest research and perspectives on lan-
guage development among neurotypical children.

Concern for children who reveal difficulty with the language learning process brings many 
people to the discipline of communication sciences and disorders. An ever-expanding aware-
ness of typical language learning processes is the foundation for assessment and intervention 
for young children with language learning disabilities. This book begins and ends with an 
awareness of our roles with and responsibilities to children who are challenged in learning to 
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	 Foreword	 xv  

communicate—children whose phonology systems, vocabularies and concept development, 
syntactic systems, and understanding of language need the expertise of communication 
disorders specialists if they are to improve. This text bridges biological, environmental, techno-
logical, and professional venues to advance the development of professionals and children alike.

Noma Anderson, PhD
Professor, Department of Communication Sciences and Disorders

Florida International University
2007 President, American Speech-Language-Hearing Association
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We welcome you to this introduction to language development. Students have their own rea-
sons for wanting to understand how children learn language to effectively communicate with 
their parents, caregivers, peers, and others. Some of you may be interested in pursuing a profes-
sion that deals with children who have difficulty learning language. Others may have a niece or 
nephew, son or daughter, or cousin who sparked your interest in understanding this develop-
mental challenge. For whatever reason you have chosen to take this path, prepare yourself: The 
journey is exciting! 

This text, which was written, in part, by us and, in part, by some of our valued colleagues 
(and friends!), delineates the typical course of language development within the clinical context 
of language assessment and intervention. Teachers, speech-language pathologists, early child-
hood educators, psychologists, and linguists are just some of the professionals who study and/
or work with the children we describe in our book. 

Whenever we work with children, it is important to understand language development 
so that we can understand each child’s strengths and challenges in communication. In ad-
dition, to work with children who have language and communication difficulties, we must 
understand each child’s delays in the context of what we term “typical” development. There 
are a number of special chapters.  Chapter 1 provides a clinical model that enables us to de-
velopmentally approach assessment and treatment of language impairments in children. Our 
book also places a child’s language and communication development in the context of his 
overall development. The child’s cognitive development (Chapter 2) and emotional develop-
ment (Chapter 5), as well as the nature–nurture factors of language development (Chapters 
3 and 4), are also discussed. 

Chapter 13 focuses on cultural diversity and its connection to children learning more 
than one language within the multicultural communication context. As we all know, the 
number of culturally and linguistically diverse individuals in the United States continues to 
increase annually. 

Preface
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This text also juxtaposes the gains made by children who follow the “typical” developmen-
tal course with the delays experienced by children who are not necessarily keeping pace with 
their peers of the same age. Chapter 1 introduces three primary case studies: a child who is 
developing typically and two children who vary from typical development. In subsequent chap-
ters, you will discover that these three case studies are explored further, from a variety of per-
spectives. Be on the lookout for additional case studies, some of which appear in Chapter 15. 
These case studies specifically relate to the use of augmentative and alternative communication 
with severely language-impaired children. Moreover, Chapter 14 is dedicated to a discussion of 
children with language impairment. 

Whatever your reason for learning about language and communication development, 
our text presents a broader understanding of this complex developmental phenomenon. 
Understanding language development helps us to understand each child as an individual and to 
elucidate the individual child’s needs within communication contexts. 

We would like to express our sincere appreciation to our contributors: Theresa E. 
Bartolotta, Andrea Barton-Hulsey, Patricia J. Brooks, Melissa A. Cheslock, Lynn K. Flahive, 
Sima Gerber, SallyAnn Giess, Kristy Grohne-Riley, William O. Haynes, Barbara W. Hodson, 
Luis F. Riquelme, Mary Ann Romski, Jason Rosas, Liat Seiger-Gardner, Rose A. Sevcik, 
Lorain Wankoff, Amy L. Weiss, Deborah R. Welling, and Carol E. Westby. These nationally 
and internationally recognized experts share our view of the importance of linking information 
on language and communication development to the clinical process. The fact that these con-
tributors represent diverse backgrounds, clinical experiences, and theoretical orientations has 
clearly strengthened our book.

We also extend thanks to those scientists and mentors who taught us to always ask ques-
tions and encouraged us to continually search for answers. We encourage you, our students 
and colleagues, to take the information we present here and to continue to ask clinically rel-
evant questions that affect how members of our field describe, assess, and treat the challenges 
some children face in language and communication development. It is important to never as-
sume that any solution is the best or only answer: Inquiry is the key to learning, and clinical in-
quiry must never end in the face of the children we service.

Brian B. Shulman, PhD
Nina C. Capone, PhD
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