
browns stages of language

browns stages of language represent a foundational framework for
understanding the developmental milestones in children's language
acquisition. These stages, originally proposed by Roger Brown in the 1970s,
provide a systematic way to track how children progress from simple
utterances to complex sentences. Understanding Browns stages of language is
essential for educators, speech-language pathologists, and parents aiming to
support effective communication skills in early childhood. This article
explores each stage in detail, highlighting the linguistic features and
typical age ranges associated with each phase. Additionally, the article
discusses the practical applications of Browns stages of language in
assessment and intervention settings. By the end, readers will gain a
comprehensive overview of how children develop grammar and syntax through
these critical stages.
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Overview of Browns Stages of Language
Browns stages of language describe a sequence of five distinct phases that
mark children’s syntactic and morphological development. These stages are
primarily based on the Mean Length of Utterance (MLU), which measures the
average number of morphemes per utterance. Browns research focused on
typically developing children between the ages of 12 months and 5 years. Each
stage corresponds to a range of MLU values and introduces specific
grammatical structures and morphemes. This framework remains an influential
tool for tracking developmental language changes, diagnosing speech delays,
and planning targeted speech therapy interventions.



Stage I: Early Word Combinations

Characteristics of Stage I
Stage I is marked by the emergence of two-word combinations, typically
occurring when children have an MLU between 1.0 and 1.99. This stage usually
corresponds to children aged 12 to 26 months. At this point, children begin
to combine words to express basic relationships, such as possession,
location, and action. However, grammatical morphemes are not yet present, and
utterances are often telegraphic, containing only essential content words.

Common Linguistic Features in Stage I
During Stage I, the focus is on semantic relations rather than grammatical
accuracy. Examples of typical utterances include “Daddy go,” “More juice,” or
“Doggie run.” The vocabulary at this stage is limited, and word combinations
are formed to convey concrete meanings. No verb inflections or function words
such as articles and prepositions are used consistently.

Stage II: Emergence of Grammatical Morphemes

Overview of Stage II
Stage II occurs when children reach an MLU of 2.0 to 2.49, generally between
27 and 30 months of age. This stage is characterized by the appearance of
early grammatical morphemes, marking the beginning of syntax development.
Browns stages of language identify specific morphemes that typically emerge
during this phase.

Key Grammatical Morphemes in Stage II

Present progressive -ing (e.g., “running,” “jumping”)

Prepositions “in” and “on”

Plural -s (e.g., “dogs,” “cats”)

Possessive ’s (e.g., “Daddy’s car”)

These morphemes indicate children’s growing awareness of grammatical rules
and their ability to modify words to reflect tense, number, and possession.
Utterances become more syntactically organized, though errors are common as
children experiment with language rules.



Stage III: Development of Sentence Complexity

Features of Stage III
Stage III covers MLUs from 2.5 to 2.99 and typically occurs between 31 and 34
months. At this stage, children begin to use more complex grammatical
structures, including the introduction of auxiliary verbs and irregular past
tense forms. Sentence length increases and children start to produce negative
and interrogative sentences.

Grammatical Structures Emerging in Stage III

Use of auxiliary verbs such as “is,” “are,” and “can”

Regular past tense -ed (e.g., “played,” “jumped”)

Irregular past tense verbs (e.g., “went,” “came”)

Simple negatives using “not” and “don’t”

Yes/no and wh-questions

Children’s sentences begin to reflect more adult-like syntax, though
simplifications and overgeneralizations still occur. This stage is critical
for establishing a foundation for more advanced language use.

Stage IV: Use of Embedding and Complex Syntax

Characteristics of Stage IV
Stage IV is observed when children’s MLU ranges between 3.0 and 3.74,
commonly occurring between 35 and 40 months. This stage involves the use of
embedded clauses and more sophisticated sentence structures. Children start
combining clauses with conjunctions and using complex verb phrases.

Complex Sentence Elements in Stage IV

Embedding of relative and complement clauses (e.g., “The boy who is
running”)

Use of conjunctions such as “because,” “and,” and “but”



Modal verbs (e.g., “can,” “will,” “should”)

Increased use of auxiliary verbs in questions and negatives

This stage represents a significant leap in linguistic sophistication,
allowing children to express more nuanced ideas and relationships between
events.

Stage V: Mastery of Language Nuances

Overview of Stage V
Stage V encompasses MLUs of 3.75 to 4.5 and typically occurs from 41 to 46
months of age. This final stage in Browns stages of language signifies a move
toward mastery of complex grammatical forms, including passive voice and
advanced verb tenses. Children also demonstrate better control over irregular
forms and the use of embedded clauses.

Advanced Grammatical Features in Stage V

Irregular third-person singular verb forms (e.g., “does,” “has”)

Use of passive voice constructions (e.g., “The ball was thrown”)

Advanced conjunctions and discourse markers

Consistent use of complex sentences with multiple embeddings

By Stage V, children’s language resembles adult grammar more closely,
preparing them for academic language demands and social communication
challenges.

Applications of Browns Stages in Language
Assessment
Browns stages of language are widely applied in clinical and educational
contexts for assessing language development. Speech-language pathologists use
this framework to identify delays, diagnose language impairments, and tailor
interventions based on a child’s current stage. The stages also assist in
setting realistic goals and monitoring progress over time. In educational
settings, understanding these stages helps teachers support language
acquisition and literacy development. Additionally, Browns model is valuable
for research on language acquisition patterns and the impact of bilingualism



or language disorders.

Assessment tools frequently incorporate MLU measurements and observation of
morpheme use to determine a child’s placement within Browns stages of
language. This objective data guides evidence-based strategies to enhance
communication skills effectively.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are Brown's stages of language development?
Brown's stages of language development are a widely recognized framework that
outlines five stages of syntactic and morphological development in young
children, typically from 12 months to 5 years old.

Who developed Brown's stages of language?
Brown's stages of language were developed by Roger Brown, a prominent
psycholinguist, based on his research on children's language acquisition in
the 1960s and 1970s.

What is the significance of Brown's stages in
speech-language pathology?
Brown's stages provide clinicians with a benchmark for typical language
development, helping them assess and diagnose language delays or disorders in
children by comparing a child's language skills to expected milestones.

How many stages are there in Brown's stages of
language?
There are five stages in Brown's stages of language development, each
characterized by the emergence of specific grammatical morphemes and
syntactic structures.

What age range do Brown's stages of language cover?
Brown's stages typically cover language development from about 12 months
(beginning of first words) to around 5 years of age, during which children
acquire complex grammar and syntax.

Can Brown's stages be used for languages other than
English?
While Brown's stages were originally developed for English, the framework has



been adapted and referenced in studies of other languages, but clinicians
should consider language-specific differences in morphology and syntax.

What are some key grammatical morphemes identified
in Brown's stages?
Key grammatical morphemes identified include present progressive '-ing',
plural '-s', possessive '-s', past tense '-ed', and auxiliary verbs such as
'is' and 'are', which emerge progressively through the stages.

Additional Resources
1. Understanding Brown's Stages of Language Development
This book offers a comprehensive examination of Brown's stages, detailing
each phase of syntactic and morphological growth in young children. It
provides educators and speech therapists with practical examples and
strategies to identify and support language milestones. The text includes
case studies that illustrate typical and atypical language progression.

2. Language Acquisition and Brown's Morpheme Stages
Focusing on the acquisition of grammatical morphemes, this book delves into
Brown's classic research and its implications for language development
theory. It reviews the sequence in which children learn language structures
and offers insights into assessment and intervention methods. The author
integrates contemporary research to update Brown’s foundational concepts.

3. Early Language Development: Insights from Brown's Stages
This book explores the early years of language acquisition through the lens
of Brown's stages, emphasizing the emergence of syntax and morphology. It
connects developmental milestones with practical approaches for parents and
clinicians. The chapters include activities to promote language skills
aligned with each stage.

4. Applying Brown's Stages in Speech-Language Pathology
Designed for speech-language pathologists, this resource highlights how
Brown's stages can guide diagnosis and therapy for children with language
delays. It discusses assessment tools and intervention techniques tailored to
each developmental stage. The book also addresses challenges in diverse
clinical populations.

5. The Morphosyntactic Development of Children: Brown’s Framework
This scholarly text provides an in-depth analysis of children's
morphosyntactic development based on Brown's framework. It discusses the
theoretical underpinnings and empirical evidence supporting the stages.
Researchers and advanced students will find detailed explanations of
linguistic phenomena observed during language growth.

6. Milestones in Language Development: Brown’s Stage Model Explained
This user-friendly guide breaks down Brown's stage model into clear



milestones, helping parents and educators track language progress. It
includes checklists and illustrative examples for each stage of language
acquisition. The book also suggests ways to encourage language development at
home and school.

7. Language Development in Children: From Babbling to Complex Sentences
Tracing the journey from early vocalizations to the formation of complex
sentences, this book aligns its narrative with Brown's stages. It explores
how children’s language evolves in both form and function. The text
incorporates developmental psychology perspectives alongside linguistic
analysis.

8. Brown's Stages and Beyond: Contemporary Perspectives on Child Language
This volume revisits Brown's stages in light of recent advances in
linguistics and cognitive science. It examines how modern research supports,
challenges, or extends Brown’s original findings. Readers will gain a nuanced
understanding of language acquisition processes in diverse populations.

9. Assessing Child Language Using Brown's Stages
Focusing on practical assessment, this book provides tools and methods for
evaluating language development according to Brown's stages. It guides
clinicians and educators in interpreting language samples and identifying
areas needing support. Case studies illustrate effective assessment in real-
world settings.
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