
Starting to Speak in Sentences 
 

First words are thrilling, but first sentences are a whole new chapter in terms 

of real communication. Find out when your toddler will begin using words in 
sentences and how you can help your little chatterbox along. 

  

 

 

Your toddler’s gift of gab isn’t delivered with a bow on top. It’s more like a jabbering journey that 

starts with babbling and then single words and leads up to fully detailed accounts of what happened 

on the playground. But there’s a little milestone in the middle that makes the grand finale possible: 

learning to speak in sentences. 

Between 18 and 24 months your toddler will start using simple two-word sentences. Whether it’s “Me 

play” or “No sleep,” you’ll probably find that there’s one two-word combo that she says over and over 

again. That’s because toddlers often don’t fully understand the meaning of their words during this 

stage, so they get stuck on the same ones. And since crying is still easier than using words in 

sentences, especially when your tot’s tired, cranky, or overwhelmed, she’ll still use tears to attempt to 

get her message across as she’s getting the hang of speaking in sentences.  

By age two, your toddler will start turning her two-word sentences into questions (“Go home?”) and 

using new words in short sentences. A year later, she’ll likely know a word for almost everything she 

wants to say and will be constructing both sentences and questions well enough for everyone to 

understand (most of the time, anyway). Even if that’s not entirely the case, as long as she’s saying new 

words and using her old standbys in different ways, she’s making important progress. 

 

 

http://www.whattoexpect.com/toddler/toddler-growth-and-development/little-milestones-for-toddlers.aspx
http://www.whattoexpect.com/toddler/24-month-old.aspx


 

 

Here are a few ways to help your toddler over the two-word sentence hump:  

 Don't finish her sentences or interrupt her. She’ll get frustrated if you frequently jump in — 

and may even give up on trying to speak in sentences. 

 

 Give her lots of opportunities to talk. Include her in your conversations with your partner and 

older children to give her a chance to chat. 

 

 Avoid baby talk. Speak clearly and simply, using real words and complete sentences so she can see 

how it’s done. 

 

 Narrate. As you go about your day with your little helper, talk about everything you’re doing 

together: “Let’s head down this aisle to get the chicken we’ll cook for dinner.” 

 

 Respond to her words with more words. If she yells “Chicken!” at the dinner table, say “Yes, 

we’re eating yummy chicken for dinner.” Add adjectives to the conversation and soon she will too. 

 

 Ask away. Two-sided conversations are a good way to boost language development because they help 

tiny talkers practice their new skills, so pose questions to your toddler that call for more than a yes or 

no answer. Just don’t pressure your pipsqueak for a reply if she’s not ready to give one.  

 

 Devote your full attention. Stay focused when she’s speaking. If you get distracted, she will too.  

If your child seems tense when she’s trying to speak in sentences or avoids talking altogether, talk to 

your pediatrician. The doctor will help you if your child has a true speech delay and suggest hearing 

tests or an evaluation with a speech therapist to see whether speech therapy can resolve the issue.  

http://www.whattoexpect.com/toddler/toddler-growth-and-development/toddler-language-development.aspx
http://www.whattoexpect.com/toddler/ask-heidi/late-talker.aspx

