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and Smith (2016): a “rule-based method of 
communication relying on the comprehen-
sion and use of [arbitrary] signs and symbols 
by which ideas are represented” (p. 59). The 
main purpose of language, according to 
experts (Hoff, 2014; Owens, 2016), is com-
munication or self-expression. Essentially, 
language is a social tool (Owens, 2014, 2016). 
In many ways, language can be thought of 
as a code. It is a code in the sense that it is 
not a direct representation of the world but, 
rather, something with which to represent 
ideas and concepts about the world. It is a 
very complex and multidimensional system 
of symbols and the rules for appropriately 
using these symbols.

What does it mean to know a language? 
It means that you are able to apply the basic 
units and the complex rules governing rela-
tionships among sounds, words, sentences, 
meaning, and use of the language. Language 
contains five major interrelated yet distinct elements (see Figure 11.1)—phonology, 
morphology, syntax, semantics, and pragmatics—that are present at both the receptive 
and expressive levels. These components, according to Owens (2016), represent the 
basic rule systems found in language. Form incorporates phonology, morphology, and 
syntax, or the elements that connect sounds or symbols with meaning. Content encom-
passes the meaning of words and sentences (semantics), while use addresses the social 
aspects of language or pragmatics.

Form. The phonology of language includes the sounds that are characteristic of 
that language, the rules governing their distribution and sequencing, and the stress and 
intonation patterns that accompany sounds. There are approximately forty-five differ-
ent speech sounds in the English language, which we call phonemes.

The morphology of a language includes the rules governing how words are formed 
from meaningful units called morphemes.

The syntax of language contains rules for how to string words together to form 
phrases and sentences, what sentences are acceptable, and how to transform sen-
tences into other sentences. Knowledge of the syntax of a language allows a speaker 
to generate an infinite number of new sentences and recognize sentences that are not 
grammatically acceptable.

Content. At the most basic level, semantics is the linguistic realization of what the 
speaker knows about the world—what people talk about. Semantics is concerned with 
relationships (1) between words and meanings, (2) between words, (3) between word 
meanings and sentence meanings, and (4) between linguistic meaning and nonlinguis-
tic reality.

Use. The major concern in pragmatics is the effectiveness of language in achieving 
desired functions in social situations. Attitudes, personal history, the setting, the topic 
of conversation, and the details of the preceding discourse are among the social and 
contextual factors that determine how speakers cast their sentences (and how listeners 
interpret them). Table 11.2 summarizes these five components of language. You may 
wish to refer back to this table when you are reading about specific disorders later in 
this chapter.

  FIGURE 11.1  Basic Components of Language
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SOURCE: Adapted from R. Owens, Language Development: An Introduction, 8th ed. (Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 
2012), p.19.

phonology: The sound system of a 
language, including the use of sounds 
to create meaningful syllables and 
words.

morphology: Dictates how the 
smallest meaningful units of our 
language (morphemes) are combined to 
form words.

syntax: A series of linguistic rules that 
determine word order and combinations 
to form sentences and how such word 
order is used in the communication 
process.

semantics: A psycholinguistic system 
that involves word meanings and 
word relationships and their use in 
communication.

pragmatics: A sociolinguistic system 
involving the use of communication 
skills in social contexts.




