
Metalinguistic awareness emerges as language use becomes more automatic, freeing chil-
dren from the immediate linguistic context so they can attend to how messages are commu-
nicated. As early as the preschool years, phonological awareness—the ability to reflect on the
sound structure of spoken language—predicts reading and spelling success. Young children
who can categorize words on the basis of similar sounds and rhyming syllables make good
use of this knowledge when they get to school and must map printed text onto oral language
(Busink, 1997). Once reading and spelling are under way, they enhance more fine-grained
aspects of phonological understanding, such as the ability (mentioned earlier) to divide
words into phonemes (Morrison, Smith, & Dow-Ehrensberger, 1995). Training children in
phonological awareness is a promising technique for encouraging early literacy development.

As we will see in the final section of this chapter, bilingual children are advanced in
metalinguistic awareness (as well as other cognitive skills). But before we conclude with
this topic, you may find it helpful to turn to the Milestones table above, which provides
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the last word I said?” they almost always answer correctly for all parts of speech. They do
not say “on-the-floor” instead of “floor” or “isa” instead of “a” (Karmiloff-Smith et al.,
1996). These early metalinguistic understandings are good predictors of vocabulary and
grammatical development during the preschool years (Smith & Tager-Flusberg, 1982).

Nevertheless, young children view language primarily as a means of communica-
tion, and they seldom treat it as an object of thought. Full flowering of metalinguistic 
skills does not take place until middle childhood. For example, around age 8, children can
identify phonemes (all the sounds in a word) (Tunmer & Nesdale, 1982). They can also
judge the grammatical correctness of a sentence even if its meaning is false or senseless,
whereas preschoolers cannot (Bialystok, 1986). School-age children’s metalinguistic
knowledge is also evident in their improved ability to define words and appreciate their
multiple meanings in puns, riddles, and metaphors—skills that continue to be refined
into adolescence.
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M I L E S T O N E S

Language Development

Age

Birth–l year

1–2 years

3–5 years

6–10 years

11 years–adulthood

Phonology

■ Categorical speech perception is present.

■ Speech sounds become organized into phone-
mic categories of native language.

■ Intonation and sound patterns of babbling begin
to resemble those of native language.

■ Systematic strategies 
to simplify word 
pronunciation appear.

■ Pronunciation 
improves greatly.

■ Pronunciations signaling subtle differences in
meaning are mastered.

■ Changes in syllabic stress after 
certain difficult words take 
on endings are mastered.

Semantics

■ Preference for sound pattern of native tongue 
is evident.

■ Sensitivity to stress patterns and phoneme se-
quences in words of native language develops.

■ Preverbal gestures develop.

■ First words are produced; vocabulary builds to
several hundred words.

■ Object words are emphasized first; action and
state words follow soon after.

■ Word-coinage forms expand.

■ Metaphors based on concrete, sensory compar-
isons appear.

■ At school entry, vocabulary includes about
10,000 words.

■ Meanings of words are grasped on the basis of
definitions.

■ Appreciation of multiple meanings of words en-
hances understanding of metaphors and humor.

■ Vocabulary builds to over 40,000 words and
includes many abstract terms.

■ Understanding of subtle, nonliteral word mean-
ings, as in irony and sarcasm, improves.

Grammar

■ Sensitivity to natural phrase units develops.

■ Two-word utterances, in the form of tele-
graphic speech, appear.

■ First grammatical morphemes are added.

■ Sentences clearly reflect an appreciation
of adult grammatical categories.

■ Grammatical morphemes continue to be
added in a regular order.

■ Many complex grammatical structures are
added.

■ A few complex grammatical structures,
such as the passive voice and infinitive
phrases, continue to be refined.

■ Refinement of complex 
grammatical structures 
continues.

Pragmatics

■ Joint attention with caregiver is
established.

■ Ability to engage in vocal exchanges and
turn-taking games develops.

■ Conversational turn-taking 
and topic maintenance 
are present.

■ Conversational strategies, such as the
turnabout, appear.

■ Grasp of illocutionary intent is present.

■ Ability to adjust speech in accord with
social expectations develops.

■ Advanced conversational strategies, such
as shading, appear.

■ Understanding of illocutionary intent
expands.

■ Referential communication in unfamiliar,
highly demanding contexts improves.

■ Referential communication—especially
detection of unclear messages received—
continues to improve.

Metalinguistic Awareness

■ The beginnings 
of metalinguistic 
awareness 
emerge.

■ Metalinguistic awareness develops 
rapidly.

■ Metalinguistic 
awareness 
continues 
to be refined.

“Nose your
touch!”

“That’s 
backwards!”


