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Children’s distinct approaches to acquiring words may indicate that they have different 
ideas about pragmatics (Flavell, Miller, & Miller, 2002). Some children who acquire many 
words for the names of people and objects (milk, dog, cup) have a referential style that focuses 
on the informational aspect of language. Others who build a vocabulary of words used in social 
relationships (no, yes, want, please, love you) have an expressive style that focuses on the inter-
personal aspect of language. Differences, however, are a matter of degree rather than kind, as all 
children learn both types of words (Goldfield & Snow, 2005).

Girls typically are faster than boys at acquiring first words, tend to have larger vocabularies, 
and are more likely to have a referential style of acquisition (Bauer, Goldfield, & Reznick, 2002; 
Flavell et al., 2002). Differences are small, however, and there are many exceptions. As with 
other cognitive abilities, males and females appear to be more alike than different.

As children continue to develop through the preschool years and into the early elemen-
tary grades, many experience language problems involving articulation of sounds or lack of 
fluent speech that they eventually overcome. Others, however, experience more pervasive 
language difficulties. Children from toddlerhood through the preschool years produce many 
common articulation errors, as shown in Table 7.4 (Kostelnik, Soderman, & Whiren, 2004; 
McLean & Snyder-McLean, 1999). An articulation disorder is diagnosed when a familiar 
adult cannot understand a child’s speech at age 3 or when articulation errors are still evident 
at age 8 (Patterson & Wright, 1990). Like articulation errors, dysfluency (a lack of fluency 
in speech production) typically is outgrown by the first year of elementary school (Weir & 
Bianchet, 2004). Dysfluency involves several types of errors, including the following (Gottwald, 
Goldbach, & Isack, 1985; Swan, 1993):

•• Repetition of syllables, words, or phrases (that . . . that doll)

•• Interjections (I saw . . . uh . . . a school bus)

•• Pauses (Mommy, I want . . . some juice)

•• Revisions (I went . . . we went to the doctor)

•• Sound prolongation (r----abbit).

Children may experience dysfluency due to a heightened emotional state or hurried 
speech or, more likely, from experimentation with their rapidly expanding phonetic, syntactic, 
semantic, morphemic, and pragmatic knowledge (Otto, 2014).

TABLE 7.4      Common Articulation Problems in Early Childhood

ARTICULATION PROBLEM EXAMPLE
Substituting one sound for another that 
is similar in manner of articulation.

Saying free for three.

Other similar substitutions are s for sh sound, 
w for l sound, and th for s sound (a lisp).

Substituting across manners of 
articulation, using a sound produced 
with the teeth for a sound produced at 
the back of the mouth.

Saying tookie for cookie.

Omitting sounds, sometimes whole 
syllables.

Saying mote for remote or puter for computer.

Producing sound distortions. Saying run as wun.

Mispronouncing consonant blends. Saying pasketti for spaghetti.


