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Background

Starting at birth, typically developing children meet various
speech, language, and cognitive milestones in a fairly
predictable sequence. Even though there is some individual
variability, there are widely accepted benchmarks of when
children should reach major milestones (e.g., a child should
use a few single words at 1 year of age, combine words at 2
years of age, and so on).

Parents and caregivers are catalysts for helping to stimulate
their child’s communication through interacting with the
child and providing a language rich environment. Research
has consistently shown that parents who are
knowledgeable about developmental milestones have a
positive impact on their child’s development. However,not
all parents have the know-how or resources to be good
consumers of accurate information about early
development. They may seek information from the
internet, friends and family, and other individuals, which
may or may not be accurate. Accurate information about
developmental milestones is critical so that parents can
identify whether or not there are concerns, and to seek out
services, if warranted. However, the level of parental
knowledge about speech and language milestones remains
largely unclear.

The purpose of this study was answer the research
question: What do expectant parents and/or parents of
young children know about major speech and language
developmental milestones?

An anonymous, 24-question online survey about early
childhood speech and language milestones was distributed
to expectant parents and/or parents of children 10 years of
age or younger.

The survey consisted of Likert-scale items (e.g., at what age
should a child use a first word?), followed by a series of
age-range options from 0 months to 10 years old.
Additional open-ended questions were also included
pertaining to where parents obtained knowledge about
child development.

Chart 1. Parents’ responses of when children should meet various milestones
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The figure above depicts the most common answer given by participants when
asked: “At what age would you expect your child to begin babbling, use
gestures, say their first words, combine words, having a name for almost
everything, be understood by unfamiliar listeners, and count to ten.” The
maximal data markers shown in the figure represent the highest age range
selected for each milestone.

One-hundred-fifty-two parents completed the survey (N = 152). Out of those
participants, 84.75% were mothers. The majority of participants were between
the ages of 26-35 years of age (58.53%). Most of the parents (70%) had 1-2
children, with most children falling in the 2-5 year age-range. Participants were
also asked if they had any prior knowledge about child development. The results
were divided almost evenly between “yes” and “no.” Participants reported they
received knowledge about childhood development from higher education
classes, professional experiences, and family experience.

Accuracy of parents’ responses were interpreted against widely accepted norms
(see Bowen, 2015). Results showed that a majority of parents selected the
appropriate answer for developmental milestone questions. Sixty-two percent
indicated babbling should occur at 0-6 months, 69.5% indicated gestures should
emerge at 7-12 months, 70% indicated that first words should emerge between
7-12 months, 52.4% indicated word combinations should occur at 13-18 months,
35% indicated that children should be able to name most things at 2-3 years of
age, 56% indicated that sentences should be understood by others at 2-3 years,
and 50% indicated that children should be able to count to 10 between 2-3 years.

In response to “How early can children receive speech and language service?”
60.37% (n=99), selected 1 to 3 years of age and only 20.73% (n=34) of
participants selected the answer “prior to 1 year of age.”

Discussion

Overall, most parents reported accurate knowledge about
early speech and language development milestones. Of
concern, however, are the “outliers” who had grossly
inaccurate knowledge about milestones. For example,
some parents had unreasonably high expectations, such as
“children should be able to count to 10 between 7-12
months.” By contrast, other parents reported children
should meet milestones well after the expected age such
as, “children should be able to babble at 13-18 months”
and “use gestures at 19-23 months.” Although a majority of
parents reported “a delay in communication could impact
reading, writing, hearing, and socialization ‘a lot’, a few
responded there would be “no effect.” The minority of
parents who have inaccurate knowledge about speech and
language milestones and who do not recognize the impact
of communication on other domains may not recognize the
need for early intervention, which can put the child at
continued risk for communication disorders. This is further
compounded by the lack of knowledge that early
intervention can commence before 1 year of age.

This study is limited in that a majority of respondents were
mothers, with many being from a narrow region of the US
(i.e., Appalachia). In addition, the survey did not provide
operational definitions of the terms, which may have
impacted the overall results. Future research should obtain
a more representative sample of parents. In addition, it
should further elucidate the demographics of parents who
have limited or inaccurate knowledge about milestones so
that educational efforts can be targeted to that population.

References

American Speech-Language-Hearing Association. (2008). Roles and responsibilities of speech-language

pathologists in early intervention. Retrieved from: https://www.asha.org/policy/g|2008-00293/

Bowen, C. (2015). Typical speech and language acquisition in infants and young children. Retrieved from

www.speech-language-therapy.com

Ely, R., Gleason, J. B., Macgibbon, A.,& Zaretsky, E. (2001). Attention to language: lessons learned at the

dinner table. Social development,10(3), 355-373.

Geboy, M. J. (1981, april). Who is listening to the “experts”? The use of child care materials by parents.

Family relations, 30(2), 205-210. Doi: 10.2307/584132

Hulit, L. M., Fahey, K. R., & Howard, M. R. (2014). Born to talk: An introduction to speech and language

development (6th ed.). Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson.

Rikhy, S., Tough, S., Trute, B., Benzies, K., Kehler, H.,& Johnston, D. W. (2010). Gauging knowledge of

developmental milestones among Albertan adults: a cross-sectional survey. BMC Public Health,
10(183), 1-9.

Rowe, M. L., Denmark, N., Harden, B. J., & Stapleton, L. M. (2016). The role of parent education and

parenting knowledge in children's language and literacy skills among white, black, and Latino
families. Infant & child development, 25(2), 198-220. D0i:10.1002/icd.1924

None of the authors have financial or non-financial interest to disclose.


http://www.speech-language-therapy.com/

