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The Play-Language Connection:

A Developmental Roadmap

Communication is a structure built layer by layer, where play is the primary “learning
environment.” As a child’s play evolves from simple physical exploration to complex
rule-based games, it mirrors and supports the growth of cognitive and linguistic skills.

Early Foundations
(Birth to 2 Years)

Car go!
Block up!

Sensorimotor & The Symbolic Shift Two-Word

Functional Play Simple pretend play (e.q.. Combinations

Infants learn cause-effect and feeding a doll) helps children Multi-step pretend play

joint attention by exploring understand that objects sequences directly support
objects, which paves the way and words can represent the transition to early grammar
for first words. ideas. and sentence building.

Symbolic & Social Expansion
(3 to 10+ Years)

The cat's
out of the bog!

Role Play & Rule-Based & Metalinguistic
Narrative Building Collaborative Play Awareness

Taking on roles (3-5 years) Organized games (5+ years) Advanced play supports the
develops perspective-taking require advanced social logic, ability to think about language,
and the ability to sequence negotiation, and complex including understanding jokes,
events into stories. academic language. sarcasm, and metaphors.

Evolution Birth-12 mo 18-24 mo
of Play & (Exploratory) (Single-Step Pretend)
Language Turn-taking, vocal play, Symbolic representation Story structure, explanations,

Skills and joint attention and two-word phrases and social negotiation



