
Speech skills for school starters

Did you know that 41-75% of Australian pre-schoolers who have early 
language delays are still experiencing reading difficulties at the age of 
eight?i

It’s a worrying statistic, but studies have shown that if you want to 
ensure that your child has the foundations for later literacy, it’s 
important to make sure that your school starter’s speech and language 
skills are age appropriate now.

How to know if your child’s speech is developing appropriately

Kids usually learn to use sounds in a predictable order. Easy and frequently    
heard sounds like ‘p’ ‘m’ and ‘t’ usually come first, while more difficult sounds like ‘ch’, ‘th’ and ‘l’ come later.

As they are learning to speak, many children will substitute the ‘w’ sound for ‘r’ sound for a long time—saying 
things like ‘wabbit’ instead of ‘rabbit’. 

Don’t worry too much if your child is still doing that now, however, if your child is making frequent speech 
sound errors, it’s important that these are resolved quickly so that your child’s later learning and literacy is 
not affected.

Guideline – What should your child be able to say?

 � By the age of five, 95% of what your child says in conversation should be able to be understood by 
an unfamiliar listener.

 � By the age of four, most children can say the majority of sounds such as m, n, h, w, p, b, t, d, k, g, ng, 
f, y, s, z, ch, j, sh and l. 

 � Your four year old should be able to combine sounds like tw, sp and gl. 

 � Your 4-5 year old child should be able to use combinations sounds or ‘clusters’ at the start of words, 
for example ‘bl’ as in ‘black’ as well as at the end of words, such as ‘nd’ as in ‘sand’

Guideline – Sounds your child might still be having trouble with

 � At the age of 4 and 5, it is typical for children to struggle with the r, v, and th sounds (they may say 
‘wabbit’ instead of ‘rabbit’, ‘berry’ instead of ‘very’ and ‘fink’ instead of ‘think’)

 � Between 4 and 5, your child may struggle with the syllables in long words like ‘hospital’ or ‘spaghetti’

__________________
i (Law, Boyle, Harris, Harkness, & Nye, 1998)
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 � Some 4 and 5 years olds might have a slight lisp, pronouncing the 
s sound as ‘th’. This is usually not a big thing to worry about, as 
long as it resolves quickly

 � Your child might continue to have trouble with “th” sounds 
(e.g., thing, that) until the age of 8 or 9. This is because their 
mouth and muscles are still developing. 

Mispronunciations might sound cute, but if a child does not grow out of 
them naturally, they can become a contributing factor in literacy issues…so 
keep an eye on them, and if you are in doubt, seek advice from a paediatric    
speech pathologist. (It’s a lot easier to resolve an issue now than deal with it      
later when children’s habits are formed and they are being teased by their peers!) 

Your child’s language should be constantly improving

Speech pathologists recommend that, at this age, your child’s language should be rapidly improving.
 
By the time your child heads off to school, he or she should have a vocabulary of about 2000 words. 

If you think that your child has hit a ‘plateau’ and your child’s speech and language is not getting better as he 
or she gets older, seek advice from a paediatric speech pathologist in your area.


