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Milestones, Strategies, Literacy

To learn more about children and family  
resources in your region and to connect  

to services available in English,  
contact us below.

Contact Us
Literacy

3-4 years 
• Your child begins reciting their 

favourite sentences from stories.

• They begin learning letters.

• They begin recognizing rhymes.

4-5 years
• Your child sits and listens for longer 

periods of time. 

• They enjoy retelling familiar stories.

• They begin using complex sentence 
structures. 

Read all kinds of books –  
fiction and non-fiction alike! 

Keep it interactive!
• Ask for their thoughts on a story.

• Make predictions.

• Talk about new words. 
 

“This book? Again?”
• Kids love to read the same book 

over and over – they learn something 
new every time.

• Encourage them to jump in with 
their favorite lines.

• Switch it up by sneaking changes into 
known stories so your child corrects you.

 

Pssst… you don’t always have to follow  
the text word for word. Go off-track and 
skip sections if you want.  
Be creative!

The views expressed herein do not necessarily represent the views of the Public Health Agency of Canada.
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Milestones 
What to Expect

At 3 years old, your child does 
not produce sentences, they 
don’t understand questions 
and instructions, or they’re 
not understood by strangers. 

At 4 years old, your child 
does not use pronouns,  
articles, or verb conjugations 
in sentences.

At 5 years old, your child 
does not understand instruc-
tions in a group, or cannot 
retell a simple event clearly. 

When Should I
Seek Help From
a Professional?

1

2

3-4 years

What a child understands
• They acquire an understanding of 

adjectives (colours, etc.), quantities 
(more, less), and descriptive words  
(size, shape, feel, smell). 

• They begin to learn the concept  
of time (yesterday, today, last  
Halloween, etc.).

What a child says
• At this age, a child’s sentences  

become longer. 

• They use plurals, pronouns,  
and vary verb tense agreements  
(past, future, etc.). 

• A child is understood most of  
the time by an unfamiliar listener,  
but some speech sounds are still  
being mastered. 

4-5 years

What a child understands
• They understand the majority  

of what is being said around them.

• They begin understanding simple  
jokes, figurative language, and humour. 

• They acquire social language skills  
such as turn-taking, empathizing,  
and sustaining conversation. 

What a child says
• They develop a rich vocabulary that 

includes more abstract concepts  
(for example: time, space, etc.).

• They make fewer mistakes when 
expressing themselves, especially  
when it comes to grammar  
and sentence structure.

• Their speech resembles that  
of a child attending school. 

 

Here comes the storyteller!
As children become more comfortable  
with language, they express more creative 
and complex ideas. They talk about things 
that happened in the past, and events  
that may happen in the future. A child 
begins using their imagination  
to make up stories.

Learning the concept of time is an 
important part of developing storytelling 
and recall abilities as well as to be able  
to talk about memories. 

Model storytelling by talking about things 
that have happened. Use a calendar and 
photos to illustrate past and future events.

Help your children understand time by  
referring to elements in their routine like 
going to daycare or mealtimes. When 
talking about past events, use 
pictures and objects to help 
children recall memories.

When children express them-
selves, be patient and show 
them that you are listening.

If a child makes a mistake, 
reformulate their sentence 
by emphasizing the correct 
way to say it. Avoid asking 
them to repeat after you.  
(For example, if your child says 
“I eat apple”, say “You ate an 
apple. Was it yummy?”).

Integrate language stimulation into  
any activity by talking about what 
you’re doing, giving each other 
instructions, or asking questions. 

• Cooking.

• Making a craft.

• Playing a guessing game  
(for example, 21 questions). 

• Learning a new board game. 

How to Support  
Language Development


