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Speech and Language
The only way human beings survive with each other is by communicating their thoughts and feelings.  Initially babies apprehend emotions and are drawn to love and security.  Gradually they learn to interpret and to share more kinds of nonverbal messages; they refine their cries to communicate hunger, hurt, tiredness, anger, fright, loneliness.  They learn that Mom’s approaching step means food or comfort.  They quiet to the sound of her voice.  They turn to look when they sense excitement in big brother’s tone.  When someone conducts a “conversation” with them, they alternate between listening and vocalizing (or moving their mouths in imitation.)  They make eye contact and reciprocal body language. This is the foundation of language.  

As babies mature into toddlers, they learn to understand words in the context of the situation, tone of voice, inflection, visual cues and body language.  They stop and look up when Mom says “no” in a stern voice – or open their mouths when she says “spit it out” and holds her hand out.  They begin to call their parents by name “Mama” and “Dada.”  They learn to wave bye-bye and ask for food – “uhm-uhm” – or drink -“ba-ba.”   This is the next step in language.  

Toddlers and preschoolers learn to name everything in their world and to combine two ideas into one utterance – “more juice” “Daddy gone” “no-no go-home.”   They learn to follow two or three step-directions and to answer questions beyond “What is it?”  For a long time, they only express their desires - or conduct a monologue - with little reference to the needs of the listener.  Both youngsters may jabber away quite congenially, each pursuing his own topic of interest using mostly idiosyncratic language.

As children advance in cognitive processing, they learn turn-taking and reciprocity at a more explicitly rule-governed level.  They learn to understand jokes, sarcasm, double-entendre, puns and hyperbole.  They learn written language - reading and composition.  Finally, as teens, they begin to perceive that others have differing viewpoints - and to appreciate that those viewpoints are as valid to their owners as the child’s own viewpoint is to him.  These teens learn to understand and to express abstract ideas verbally and symbolically.   This is the beginning of mature language.
Development of speech and language depend on: biologic speech and language mechanisms (intact palate and oral structures, functional cerebral language centers and cranial nerves); cognition sufficient for understanding concepts; adequate hearing (conductive and neural); stable enough emotional environment (to render speech and language possible as means of communication); neurodevelopmental capacity and readiness (notably absent in conditions like autism, etc.)   Disruption of any of these five prerequisites may stall or prevent speech and/or language development.

