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gestures and joint attention. Joint attention—the adult labeling and talking about objects the 
child is gazing at—and the child’s ability to point at interesting objects and make gestures pro-
vide a communicative context for language skills to develop (Behne, Liszkowski, Carpenter, &  
Tomasello, 2012; Rowe & Goldin-Meadow, 2009; Tomasello, 2006). Infants also become 
increasingly skilled at comprehending the meaning of words and can respond appropriately to 
commands (Benedict, 1979; Morrisette, Ricard, & Gouin-Decarie, 1995). With the acquisition 
of their first words at about 1 year of age, children gradually acquire the ability to use semantics, 
syntax, the pragmatics of language, and metalinguistic awareness.

SEMANTICS
Semantics (how words convey meaning) is evident in infants’ first words. Their language is often 
referred to as holophrastic speech, because they use single words to express a larger meaning. 
For example, “juice” may mean “The juice is all gone” or “I spilled the juice.” Children in the 
holophrastic stage will commit errors known as

•• overextensions, or using a word to cover a range of concepts, such as saying “kitty” to 
refer to all four-legged animals; and

•• underextensions, or limiting the use of a word to a subset of objects it refers to, such as 
using “kitty” only for the family cat.

SYNTAX
The development of syntax (the logical combina-
tion of words into meaningful sentences) begins 
with telegraphic speech, a way of ordering two 
or three words according to the grammatical rules 
of the child’s language (Brown & Fraser, 1963). 
Such speech is called telegraphic because it resem-
bles a telegram, an old communication system 
of paying per word in which messages consisted 
mostly of content words (nouns and verbs) and 
omitted function words (articles, conjunctions, 
etc.). Today’s text messages resemble telegrams 
and illustrate telegraphic speech. A teen might 
text “need ride home” to his parent to indicate 
he needs someone to pick him up from school. 
Similarly, a toddler in the telegraphic language 
stage may say “sit floor mommy” to convey the 
request “sit on the floor with me, mommy.” 
Children also develop several other forms of 
syntax throughout early childhood, including

•• morphemic inflections, or word endings (dogs, dog’s, running, baked);

•• negations (I can’t do it!);

•• questions (What is Mommy doing?); and

•• conjoining clauses (I went to a party and I ate cake).

Caregivers and early-childhood educators should not be concerned about children’s 
overregularizations of past tense endings (e.g., saying “winned” for “won”) because these are 
typical in this stage of development and continue through school age (Brown, 1973; Marcus 
et al., 1992).

Holophrastic Speech. “Juice” may mean “Daddy, I want some more juice.”
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