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Understanding the Stages of
Language Development

From the earliest Individuals who use
cooing sounds to using AAC with emerging
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Language Stages:
An Overview

Every language learner goes through steps in
acquiring language skills that are marked by
certain milestones. While the rate of progress
varies, the order of the steps has been found to
be consistent.

The Language Stages presented in this  guide
and detailed online in the AAC Language Lab
(aaclanguagelab.com) have been compiled
based on language development information
gathered from a number of resources. Because
the acquisition of new language skills flows
gradually from stage to stage, it is not unusual to
find skill development overlapping the stage
divisions. The stages, therefore, provide a
general structure but should not be interpreted
rigidly.

The Role of Language Stages

The Language Stages framework helps speech-
language pathologists (SLPs), educators,
therapists, and family members identify a
child’s current language stage.

This allows the therapy team and teachers to
set stage-appropriate goals and objectives and
tailor learning activities to help the child
progress on the path to spontaneous and
independent communication.

Understanding how children typically develop
language skills also can help you provide
learning activities at home that support each
stage’s learning objectives and your child’s
developing communication skills.
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Stages 1 & 2:

The Beginner Communicator

Emergent communicators use single words and eventually
short two- and three-word phrases to make requests,
label, and direct activities.

Language Stage 1

Approx. Vocabulary Size: Up to 85 words

Average Number of Wordsin Sentence: Single words

Examples: go, that, help, more, stop

Language Objectives:

¢ Speakusingsingle words

¢ Increase the number of words he or she uses
meaningfully

¢ Speak single words to direct another person’s actions
¢ Speak single words to express negatives

¢ Speak single words to express requests

Language Stage 2

Approx. Vocabulary Size: 75 to 200+ words

AverageNumberof Words in a Sentence: Two words

Examples: wantmore, need help, all done, stop, don’t

Language Objectives:

¢ Combine two and three words to make phrases

* Increase the number of words he or she
uses meaningfully

¢ Increase the number of phrases he or she
uses meaningfully

* Speak two and three word phrases to direct
another person’s actions

* Speak two and three word phrases to express negatives

o Speak two and three word phrases to express requests



Stages 3 & 4:

The Intermediate Communicator

Liberator

The individual now uses phrases and early sentences
and is learning more about grammar and sentence structure.

The use of plural words, “-ing” words, and prepositions increases.

Language Stage 3

Language Stage 4

Approx. Vocabulary Size: 200to 1,000 words

Approx. Vocabulary Size: 1,000to 2,000 words

AverageNumberof
Words in Sentence: 3

AverageNumberof
Words in Sentence: 3

Examples: Mum comingin, dad helping,
man riding, look it going, my
cars

Examples: |sawbird, Daddy’scar,
| fell down, it is hot, where
isit? don’t want

Language Objectives:

Speak in simple complete sentences
Increase the number of words used meaningfully
Speak plural nouns correctly

Use simple complete sentences to direct another
person’s actions

Use negatives in simple sentences

Use simple complete sentences to express
requests

Use “-ing” verbs to show action continuing in the
present

Use prepositions to show position

Combine verbs ending in “-ing” with
prepositions

Use simple pronoun + verb phrases

Useinfinites (to + verb)to complete
statements

Learn to use simple sentences to practice
different reasons to communicate in order to
expand functions of communication beyond
basic requesting

Language Objectives:

Continue to speak in simple complete sentences

Increase the number of words he or she uses
meaningfully

Ask simple who, what, when, where, why questions

Ask questions using pronoun-verb phrases
(interrogative reversal)

Continue to use negatives in simple sentences

Continue to use simple complete sentences to
express requests

Use common irregular past tense verbs to
show action in the past

Use linking verbs is and are correctly
Use adjectives in simple sentences to describe things

Use negative pronoun + verb phrases



Stages 5 & 6:

The Advanced Communicator

The advanced communicator’s language continues to grow
with the expansion of vocabulary and full sentences increasingly
reflect the proper use of correct grammar and word order.
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AAC Language Lab Stages Chart

AACLanguagelab.com

Language Stage

Description of Language

Expected Outcome

Stage Four

Learning grammar and
sentence structure

Stage Five

Using sentences and
phrases with mare
grammar endings

= The person speaks one word at a time

= He or she learns to direct activities,
request,and label

= The person learns more words

= He or she begins to combine words to
make phrases

= The person combines words in meaningful order

= He or she begins using grammar endings for
-ing verbs and plural nouns

= The person begins to use whole sentences to ask
guestions and make negative statements

= He or she learns common irreqular past tense
verbs such as “said”, “saw”, “went” and “told”

= The person uses more grammar endings
= He or she learns how to make nouns plural

= He or she learns to add ‘s” to third person
present tense verbs and ‘ed” to past tense verbs

= The person has an understanding of most
grammar rules

= He or she has the ability to speak spontaneously
using whole sentences

* Language continues to grow by adding vocabulary

The person will speak one word at a time,
and will increase vocabulary.

The person will speak two- and three-word
phrases in meaningful contexts.

The person will increase the number of
words combined to speak in full sentences.

The person will be able to use “wh”words to ask
questions. The person will show an understanding
of actions that happened in the past by using
common irreqular past tense verbs,

The person will use correct grammar endings
for past and present tense verbs. The person
will increase his or her ability to communicate
in more complex whole sentences.

The person has full communication skills to
express his or her own thoughts. The person
will continue to learn new words.

For more information on language stages and AAC, visit aaclanguagelab.com
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Additional Resources
for Parents

AAC Language Lab

aaclanguagelab.com

Free educational resources and teaching aids to
support language development, vocabulary
acquisition, and effective AAC use.

The Centerfor AACand Autism

aacandautism.com

Online resource dedicated to building awareness of the
power of AACto change the lives of children with autism
and other developmental disabilities that limit
communication skills.

Realize Language

realizelanguage.com

Online service that gives parents and professionals
powerful ways to monitor, measure, and maximizea child’s
use of an AACdevice.

Parent Resources from Liberator

Liberator has created a series of AAC & Your Child guides for
parents. Visit our website at Liberator.net.au or contact
your Liberator Regional Consultant.

Visit Liberator.net.au for additional educational
materials, to locate a Consultant in your area, or to read
inspiring content from speech pathologists and successful
AAC users.

Headquarters
265 Gilbert Street,
Adelaide, SA, 5000.

Liberator

A Prentke Romich Company

About Liberator

Liberator is a world-leading supplier of
products, training and support for
communication, inclusion and
independence.

Our aim is to help you achieve the best
communication possible for the
people you support, whatever their
age or ability.

In addition to powerful AAC devices,
Liberator  provides teaching and
implementation ideas, therapy
materials, curriculum  sequences,
funding assistance, and training to
speech-language pathologists, special
educators, and the families of people
who communicate with AAC.

Phone: (08) 8211 7766

info@liberator.net.au
Web: liberator.net.au



