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What are the characteristics of Infant Directed 
Speech?

-It is slower and it uses simpler language. 
-It is more melodic and attention grabbing. 
-Its sounds are exaggerated. 
-It is warmer and more positive

Why do parents use Infant Directed Speech?

-To comfort the baby and capture their attention. 
-To show babies how communication between two 
  people works. 
-To help babies learn the sounds and words of their 
  language.

Infant Directed Speech
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Learning language in the first year of life.

Babies start learning language while they are 
still in their mother’s womb, and they are 
remark ably good atit! But learning language is 
extremely challenging. In their first months, 
babies’ task is to use the speech around them 
to learn what sounds belong to their language 
and what words are acceptable in their language. 
Luckily, the speech that we use most around 
babies makes this task much easier and helps 
babies break the code of their native language!
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Why are exaggerated speech sounds good for 
learning language?

They are more attention-grabbing. 

Babies find it easier to detect exaggerated sounds 
when they hear them in a string of speech. This 
helps them focus on these sounds and learn them.

They help babies differentiate speech sounds and 
copy them.

When we exaggerate each speech sound, we also 
exaggerate the differences between individual 
sounds. This helps babies group all the sounds that 
they hear into meaningful categories and to start 
using these sounds themselves (first when babbling 
and later in their first words).
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How to include 
exaggerated speech 
sounds in your infant 

directed speech?

Choose 15 minutes to focus on speech sounds every day. Parents have very busy schedules 
and many things happen at once making it difficult to constantly focus on how you interact with 
your baby. But just 15 minutes of play each day will be enough to help you get practice in this 
style of speech.
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Choose an activity that isn’t distracting to you and 
your baby. Choose a time when you’re alone with your 
baby. Try to choose an activity that doesn’t require 
you to focus on many things happening at once (e.g., 
nappy changing or feeding) and an activity that 
doesn’t involve things that are too interesting for 
your baby (e.g., bath time or playing in the park).

Choose specific things to talk about. Some things 
are easier to talk about than others. Books with many 
pictures and few words in them are great for this. If 
you choose to use a toy, pick one with many complex 
parts or textures that you can describe.

Don’t worry if you forget about exaggerating your 
speech sounds while you playwith your baby! If you 
notice that you’ve lost track, you can just focus on 
your next phrase. After a couple of days, you’ll get 
used to it, and you’ll not need to pay as much attention 
to the way you’re speaking.
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To exaggerate a word, imagine you’re speaking 
to someone who has trouble understanding 
you (e.g., to someone who cannot hear well or 
who is learning to speak English, or when you 
are speaking to someone on the phone and the 
line is noisy). 

It’s difficult to exaggerate every sound in 
every word, so focus on the words that are 
most important in each phrase (e.g., Who 
went to the park? The sheep went to the 
park! Where did the sheep go? The sheep 
went to the park!).

@UNICEF Timor-Leste/2016/Zhou

6


