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What is Language? 

Dictionary definitions: 

 
• a system of communication consisting of sounds, words, 

and grammar, or the system of communication used by 
people in a particular country or type of work (Cambridge 
Dictionary) 

 

• a system of communication by speaking, writing, or 
making signs in a way that can be understood, or any of 
the different systems of communication used in particular 
regions (American Dictionary) 
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Speech & Language Therapy 

Definition 

 
• Language refers to the words we use and how we use 

them to share ideas and get what we want (ASHA) 
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We divide language into two main areas: 

 

Receptive Language – how we understand and interpret 

what is said to us.  

Not just the words but also the context, body language, 

facial expression, intonation etc. 

e.g. ‘That’s really great!’ can also mean ‘That’s not good at 

all’ 

 

Expressive Language – includes the words we use and 

how we use them to share thoughts, ideas and feelings 
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Pyramid of Communication 
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Typically developing children acquire many 

other communication skills before receptive and 

expressive language. 

 

The pyramid shows that generally receptive 

language develops in advance of expressive 

and this continues to be the case throughout 

life – we understand the meaning of new words 

before we use them either in speech or writing. 
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Children who are using mainly single word 
utterances can usually understand sentences 
made up of two, three or four words, 
particularly when these are supported by 
context or situational cues 

 

e.g. ‘go and get your coat’ they might only be 
able to say ‘coat’ but when mum is standing by 
the door with the pushchair they can 
understand the context as well as the spoken 
words 
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Typical 

Language 

Development 



Children can get have difficulties in 

developing either receptive or expressive 

language or both. 

 

• Going through the typical development 

pathways at a slower rate than peers is a  

 ‘language delay’  

• Following an atypical pattern is a 

‘language disorder’ 
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When working to develop children’s 

language we often talk about  

 

Information Carrying Words 

(ICWs) 

It is not necessary to understand every word 

in a sentence to be able to follow an 

instruction, or to use a fully grammatical 

sentence to have your meaning understood. 
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• An information carrying word (ICW) is a word that carries 

MEANING 

 

• For a word to be an ICW there must be a contrast available  

 

For example, if within a daily routine, a child is told  “put your 
jumper on” and the jumper is held out to  them they don’t need 
to understand any of the words – context provides the meaning 

 

If there are trousers and a jumper being held out  then they 
have to understand the single word  ‘jumper’ and choose the 
correct item 

 

• Many words in a sentence are not essential to making sense 
of what is said 
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ICW Possible Equipment Example instructions/questions 

1 ICW 

approx. 1 year 

Where’s the key? 

Show me the cup 

Give me the spoon 

2 ICWs 

approx. 2 years 

  Put the  spoon in the cup 

Put the key in the box 

 
 

3 ICWs 

approx. 3 years 

  Put the spoon under the cup 

Put the key in the box 

Put the key on the plate 

 

4 ICWs 

approx. 4 years 

  Put the spoon on dolly’s plate 

Put the key in teddy’s box 

Give the plate to dolly and the key 

to teddy –this is more difficult as it 

is a longer two part instruction. 

Sometimes ICWs are not the only 

thing to consider 

  



Early concepts such as big/little and 

in/on/under do not generally develop until 2-

3 ICW level of understanding 

 

Need to consider this when planning 

language development activities and 

addressing concepts within the curriculum. 

Caring, Learning and Growing 

Early Language Concepts 



Remember 
ICWs are not the only thing that affects 
understanding: 

• Attention and listening skills 

• Vocabulary knowledge  

• Complexity of words used e.g. ‘flora & fauna’ 
vs ‘plants and animals’ 

• Interest in the subject 

• Life experiences 

 

All listed above can and do have an influence 
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