Semantics – is the system that governs the meanings of words and sentences.

A child’s first words are usually approximations of adult words and refer to a particular object or situations.  Referential nouns account for 60-65% of the child’s first words, with animals, foods, and toys being most often represented.

By 18 months of age, a child has a lexicon of approximately 50 words. In addition to referential nouns, the child has action words (verbs such as go) and verb-like words (up, down), modifiers (your, mine), personal-social words (please, thank you), and functional words (this, that). 

The child’s words demonstrate his or her conceptualization of the world.  As experiences with persons, objects, and events increase, the words used are generalized to mean more than a specific referent. The child begins to extend meanings of words to include various people or objects with specific attributes; for example, a cup is now any cup, not just his or her cup. Overgeneralization also occurs, as the child includes items that share common perceptual characteristics into the word category; “Daddy” may mean all men, and “hat” may mean all things that can be placed on a head.  

Verbs and other categories demonstrate the child’s understanding of the relationship between objects and events. The attainment of the cognitive skills of object permanence, object constancy, and causality are needed in order for the child to be able to express relational meanings.  Relational categories include statements pertaining to existence, nonexistence, disappearance, action, location, possession, and characteristics of objects, persons, or situations.  As the child matures, his or her language reflects a growing categorical understanding or an ability to group concepts.

A final stage of concept development involves the ability to think more abstractly, as represented by the child’s ability to talk about language. Bloom and Lahey term this ability metalinguistic knowledge.
The above categories demonstrate the relationship between cognitive and semantic development. The chart on the next page summarizes these semantic-knowledge levels, with approximate ages for the initiation of each stage.  There is considerable overlap between levels, with each level retaining the abilities attained in the previous stages.

Semantic Relations

The child’s increasing cognitive ability is also reflected in the relationship of words expressed.  The child’s prelinguistic and one-word utterances carry communicative intentions. As multiword combinations are formed, more complex semantic relations are expressed.  On the next page see a table illustrating a comparison of the semantic relations expressed in prelinguistic, one-word, and multiword combinations.

Syntactic development can be analyzed as the child begins to combine words into two- and three-word utterances.  The parts of speech that the child uses can be identified in combination with an analysis of semantic relations.  Nouns, verbs, adjectives, prepositions, and negatives all appear during the second year of age. Adverbs and conjunctions are seen in the third and fourth years.

Basic sentence structure (subject clause+verb clause) and basic sentence forms, including declaratives, imperatives, negatives, and questions, are acquired between 18 months and 3 years of age. Children begin to use compound sentences, two independent clauses joined by a conjunction (“I ate my cookie and washed my hands”) between 2 and 2 ½ years of age. Complex sentence structure, an independent and dependent clause (“I took the book that was on the table”), appears between 2 and 3 years of age. Complex sentences become increasingly sophisticated into the school-age years.
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