
It seems like  we’ve waited forever to 
hear our children’s !rst words. And we have 
such hopes pinned on them. But where do they 
come from? Can we hasten their appearance? 
Does it make sense to try? What do !rst words 
really mean to language development? "is 
column will look at these questions, and o#er 
some practical advice for addressing this criti-
cal stage of your child’s language development!

Where Do First Words 
Come From?
Let’s start by addressing a common presump-
tion, that !rst words form the foundation of 
expressive language development. When we 
honestly appraise our language-delayed chil-
dren, it seems more like words emerge from 
somewhere - only a$er months or years of 
hard-earned language development. So, how 
are !rst words interwoven with the language 
development that comes before them - and 
a$er them? 

We know that our kids were communicating 
long before they used words. And even though 
we didn’t understand them, most of our kids 
were talking! When our child reached towards 
a cookie with a plaintive “Uh uh!” she stretched 
our de!nition of talking. Even though it didn’t 
sound like a word, we knew what she meant! 
Talking predates !rst words, and we under-
stand its general importance. But if our child 
was already talking, what was she talking with, 
and where do words !t in?

To answer this question, let’s look more 
closely at children’s pre-word talking:

1. Did your child continue to use “jargon” 
a$er you expected him to outgrow it? Did 
your child utter strings of undi#erentiated 

sound with a variety of in%ections? And did 
you surprise yourself when you understood 
some of it…not as words, but as meaning?

Looking back, we o$en realize that our 
kids were talking far earlier than their !rst 
identi!able, understandable word. And we 
even sense, in retrospect, that words actually 
emerged from the haze of language develop-
ment that occurred beforehand!

2. Consider your child now. Does he have some 
words that were not speci!cally taught? Does 
he have some that developed naturally? And 
do they sound like any of the pre-word talk-
ing your child did?

In other words, did some of his words 
become separated from the whole strings of 
his sound-making? Although none of those 
earlier sound strings made it into the baby 
book, something emerged that sounded like 
a word…and, in our heart-of-hearts, we real-
ize those sound strings were actually whole 
phrases, sentences, and songs!

3. What if your child does not have identi!able 
words yet? Does he produce some recogniz-
able sound strings: phrases or sentences, or 
songs or slogans? Can you detect a slurred 
version of, “Barney is a dinosaur…” “Let’s get 
outta here” or “It’s a clue; it’s a clue!” Can you 
almost hear words that are about to break 
o# from the sound strings they are embed-
ded in? 

What we are talking about here is the stage 
of language development where kids pick up 
whole language chunks from their environ-
ment. Known as “gestalt language process-
ing,” we commonly call it echolalia, and it is 
a hallmark of autism. Actually, all children go 
through a stage when they process sound – and 
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to break down wholes, that is, whole sen-
tences into short phrases, and then mix 
and match those shorter phrases into 
new combinations (Stage 2).

Finally, First Words!
Once your child has naturally developed 
skill at Stage 2, he moves on to mitigat-
ing short phrases into single words and 
recombining them (Stage 3). At that point, 
the time is right to increase his repertoire 
of single, highly-meaningful, words. You 
would still be wise to introduce new 
words in larger contexts like meaningful 
sentences. But as long as kids can isolate 
single words, they can mix and match 
them with other single words to form all 
manner of interesting pre-grammar com-
binations. "is stage is highly productive 
for our kids, and leads eventually, and 
naturally, to grammar (Stage 4).

"is completes our thumbnail sketch 
of the process that leads to !rst words 
for our kids, and a hint of what comes 
a$er that. Now you are ready to look at 
the detailed materials recommended 
above. And a$er that, you will be ready 
to take the appropriate next step with 
your child:

1. With the help of a Speech-Language 
Pathologist who understands “gestalt 
language development,” determine 
if your child is processing language 
as whole chunks (Stage 1), and if so, 
set up conditions that will help your 
child move from wholes to parts 
(using easy-to-mitigate phrases with 

language – holistically, and at least half 
of all children remain holistic language 
processors for years. If this is your child 
now, there is plenty of material for you to 
read, and to use with your child. Please 
refer to Finding the Words: To Tell the 
Whole Story, originally published in the 
AADigest in 2005, and now available 
from the author’s website. 

One e#ective strategy from that column 
series is the introduction of sets of simi-
lar phrases throughout your child’s day, 
so your little gestalt processor can hear, 
and extract, the common parts of them. 
Know that this is where !rst words are 
embedded, and that they will emerge 
when the time is right. “It’s a clue” might 
be a whole unit of sound to your child, 
but coupled with “It’s a dog,” and “It’s 
a cow”, for instance, “It’s a…” begins to 
emerge, to become “mitigated.” And then 
when, “It’s a dog” is coupled with “See a 
dog?” and “I found a dog”, the word “dog” 
emerges too. Half of all kids, and most 
of our ASD kids, naturally develop single 
words this way. 

But can’t we just teach single words? 
Well, like so much in life, it all depends. 
If your child is currently processing lan-
guage holistically, single words will also 
be learned as “wholes.” And they will 
function as wholes (like a whole sen-
tence), and won’t be used as the natural 
building blocks of grammatical language. 
Wholes just don’t readily combine with 
other wholes; that would be like asking a 
child to combine two whole sentences. At 
this early stage of language development 
(Stage 1), our kids need to !gure out how 

something in common, like, “I got a 
book”, “I got a ball”, “I got a bike” etc.).

2. If your child has been constructing 
new sentences from short phrases for 
some time (Stage 2), you are ready to 
plan activities that will promote break-
ing down phrases into single words (“I 
got a ball” vs. “Mommy got a ball” vs. 
“Isaac got a ball” helps the child isolate 
“ball”), helping your child move on to 
Stage 3.

3. If your child is naturally and comfort-
ably combining single words, it’s time 
to introduce others that are impor-
tant to him. "ese might be “cat”, 
“milk,” “apple,” “banana,” “Daddy”, 
“go,” “play,” “ride,” “eat,” “sleep,” etc., 
whatever vocabulary he is particularly 
drawn to. At Stage 3, your child is 
ready to mix and match single words 
into limitless two-word combina-
tions, expressing more than you ever 
imagined. Stage 4 grammar is next, 
but Stage 3 is not to be rushed. It is 
both intellectually and linguistically 
important, and should last weeks or 
months before the child moves on to 
beginning grammar. 

So what have we learned about our kids’ 
!rst words? As tantalizing as they are, 
they are o$en hard-won and delayed in 
emerging. But, if achieved the natural 
way, they become building blocks for 
concept formation, and, eventually, self-
generated phrases and sentences! If they 
develop as a natural step in the language 
development process, they form the piv-
otal stage for all that is to follow!  
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