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I dedicate this second edition to my son, Paul Christopher. Since the first edition, he has taught me more than I thought I 
could know about development.

—Nina Capone Singleton

This book is dedicated to the memory of my father, Millard Shulman, who, along with my mother, Eleanor, taught me to 
always ask questions and encouraged me to work as hard as I could to achieve the goals I set out for myself.

—Brian B. Shulman

Together, we dedicate our second edition to the next generation of students who will take the knowledge within these 
pages and apply it to the children whose lives they will influence through evidence-based language assessment and 

intervention.
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Foreword

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 saying 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 read-
ing become shared events between 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 
that 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 seri-
ously, conscious that my fellow students and I were creat-
ing a 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 col-
lege 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 activ-
ism, words, phrases, and language were vehicles of social, 
political, and economic change. Language is very powerful.

Thus, with my love for language, as a graduate stu-
dent of speech-language pathology, I became fascinated 
with studying the processes of language acquisition. 
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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 seman-
tic and grammatical systems that convey a myriad of 
thoughts and communicative functions, the ability to 
comprehend the language of others, and the capacity 
to perform executive functions. In literate cultures, chil-
dren 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 communica-
tion with a phonology, vocabulary, syntax, and pragmat-
ics that correspond to the young one’s linguistic com-
munity. This occurs around the globe, in all cultures, and 
across all socioeconomic circumstances. Given that our 
world is a social, economic, technological, and commer-
cial 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 development to explain 
the complexities that create and facilitate the language 
acquisition process. Language and communication 
are the products of a biological, developmental, and 
environmental synchrony of various systems, which 
together produce a linguistically capable and literate 
human being. In its second edition, this text exam-
ines 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 hear-
ing and appropriate social–emotional development. The 
authors who have contributed to this text provide the lat-
est research and perspectives on language 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 awareness of typical language learning 
processes is the foundation for assessment and interven-
tion for young children with language learning disabili-
ties. This edition begins and ends with an awareness of 
our roles with and responsibilities to children who are 
challenged in learning to communicate—children whose 
phonology systems, vocabularies and concept develop-
ment, syntactic systems, and understanding of language 
need the expertise of communication disorders special-
ists if they are to improve. This text bridges biological, 
environmental, technological, and professional venues 
to advance the development of professionals and chil-
dren alike.

Noma Anderson, PhD, CCC-SLP, ASHA Fellow
Dean, College of Allied Health Sciences

University of Tennessee Health Science Center
2007 President, American Speech-Language-Hearing 

Association
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Preface

We welcome you to this introduction to language devel-
opment. Students have their own reasons for wanting to 
understand how children acquire language to effectively 
communicate with their parents, caregivers, peers, and 
others. Some of you may be interested in pursuing a 
profession that deals with children who have difficulty 
learning language. Others may have a niece or nephew, 
a son or daughter, or cousin who sparked your interest in 
understanding this developmental challenge. For what-
ever reason you have chosen to take this path, prepare 
yourself: The journey is exciting!

This second edition (like the first) was written in part 
by us and in part by some of our valued colleagues. 
It  delineates the typical course of language develop-
ment within the clinical context of language assessment 
and intervention. This second edition is strengthened 
by some changes and additions. First, the chapters are 
organized to highlight knowledge in foundational areas 
that build toward understanding typical development, as 
well as language impairment and language differences. 
Chapter 1 describes a clinical model that enables us to 
developmentally approach assessment and treatment 
of language impairment in children. Chapters dedicated 
to the nature–nurture factors of language development 
(Chapter 2), the child’s cognitive development (Chapters 
3 and 4) and hearing (Chapter 5) place the child’s lan-
guage and communication development in the context 
of his/her overall development. Each of the domains of 

language has a chapter dedicated to its development: 
semantics (Chapter 8), morphology and syntax (i.e., 
grammar; Chapter 9), and phonology (Chapter 10). The 
fifth domain of language, pragmatics, is the foundation 
of language development in infancy-toddlerhood and 
then the culmination of all the domains as children move 
through the school-age years. Pragmatics is integral to 
the other domains of language and so it is purposefully 
threaded throughout the text in several chapters (e.g., 
Chapters 1, 3, 6, 11) as well as in its own chapter (Chapter 
5). There are now two chapters dedicated to school-age 
children (Chapters 11 and 12) with an emphasis on liter-
acy. The text concludes with chapters that highlight indi-
vidual differences in language learning (Chapters 13, 14, 
and 15). These chapters highlight cultural and linguistic 
diversity, and language impairment as two individual dif-
ferences encountered in language and communication 
development. Speech-language pathologists, classroom 
teachers, early childhood educators, psychologists, and 
linguists are just some of the professionals who study 
and/or work with the children we describe in our book.

This text also juxtaposes the gains made by children 
who follow the “typical” developmental course with the 
delays experienced by children who are not necessarily 
keeping pace with their peers of the same chronologi-
cal age. Chapter 1 introduces three primary case stud-
ies: a child who is developing typically and two children 
who vary from typical development. In subsequent 
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chapters, you will discover that these three case studies 
are explored further, from a variety of perspectives. Be 
on the lookout for additional case studies. These case 
studies specifically relate to contemporary views of lan-
guage development (Chapter 2), school-age children 
(Chapter 12), and the use of augmentative and alterna-
tive communication with severely language-impaired 
children (Chapter 15).

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 commu-
nication contexts.

We would like to express our sincere appreciation 
to our contributors (in alphabetical order): Theresa E. 
Bartolotta, Andrea Barton-Hulsey, Melissa A. Cheslock, 
Lynn K. Flahive, Sima Gerber, SallyAnn Giess, Ron 
Gillam, Sandra Gillam, Kristy Grohne-Riley, William O. 
Haynes, Barbara W. Hodson, Anthony Koutsoftas, 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 experts 

share our view of the importance of linking information 
on language and communication development to the 
clinical process. The fact that these contributors repre-
sent diverse backgrounds, clinical experiences, and the-
oretical orientations continues to strengthen this text. 
We would also like to acknowledge our colleagues, Amy 
Hadley and Lynette Austin, for their contributions to the 
Glossary.

We also extend thanks to those scientists and 
mentors who taught us to always ask questions 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 relevant questions that impact how we 
describe, assess, and clinically address the challenges 
some children face in language and communication 
development. It is important to never assume that any 
solution is the best or only answer: Inquiry is the key to 
learning, and clinical inquiry must never end in the face 
of the children we service.

Nina Capone Singleton, PhD, CCC-SLP
Brian B. Shulman, PhD, CCC-SLP, ASHA Fellow, BRS-CL
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of Speech-Language Pathology, and the journal Language, 
Speech, and Hearing Services in the Schools. She cur-
rently serves as associate editor of the Journal of Speech, 
Language, and Hearing Research. She has presented at 
both national and international conferences.

Dr. Capone Singleton teaches several courses that 
cover the following topics: language development, 
language disorders, phonological and other speech dis-
orders, early intervention, and pediatric dysphagia. In 
addition, Dr. Capone Singleton mentors undergraduate, 
master’s, and doctoral-level students.

BRIAN B. SHULMAN, PhD, CCC-SLP, 
ASHA FELLOW, BRS-CL

Brian B. Shulman is Dean of the School of Health 
and Medical Sciences at Seton Hall University in South 
Orange, New Jersey. Dr. Shulman received his doc-
tor of philosophy and master of arts degrees, both in 
speech-language pathology, from Bowling Green State 
University (Ohio). His bachelor of arts degree in speech-
language pathology is from the State University of New 
York College at Cortland. Dr. Shulman holds the rank 
of professor in the Department of Speech-Language 
Pathology. He is a Board Recognized Specialist in Child 
Language (BRS-CL) as conferred by ASHA’s Specialty 
Board on Child Language, to which he has recently been 

NINA CAPONE SINGLETON, PhD, CCC-SLP

Nina Capone Singleton is an Associate Professor in the 
Department of Speech-Language Pathology at Seton Hall 
University. Dr. Capone Singleton earned a bachelor of 
arts degree from Boston University (1990); her mas-
ter’s degree (1997) and PhD (2003) were conferred by 
Northwestern University.

Dr. Capone Singleton has held clinical positions at 
the Children’s Seashore House-The Children’s Hospital 
of Philadelphia (Philadelphia), Children’s Memorial 
Hospital (Chicago), Bright Futures Early Intervention 
Clinic (Evanston, Illinois), and the Westchester Institute 
for Human Development (Valhalla, New York). Clinically, 
Dr. Capone Singleton evaluates and treats children with 
language and speech delays, as well as dysphagia. She 
has extensive experience in the area of pediatric dyspha-
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