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Read Right from the Start 

 
 

How Children Use Language 
 
According to language researcher, Michael Halliday (1975), there are specific functions that 
language has in the life of the young child.  They are as follows: 
 

1. Instrumental 

 Helps the child meet her/his needs  

 Halliday also calls this the “I want” function. 

 Example:  I want to use the dump truck. 
 

2. Regulatory 

 Controlling the behavior of others 

 Halliday also calls this the “do as I tell you” function. 

 Example:  Let’s make a castle. 
 

3. Interactional 

 Language used to relate to others 

 Halliday also calls this the “me and you” function. 

 Example:  You’re here!  You’re my friend. 
 

4. Personal 

 Allows the child to express her/his own awareness of self as an individual; used to 
express uniqueness 

 Halliday also calls this the “here I come” function. 

 Example:  I love to sing. 
 

5. Heuristic 

 Language used to explore the environment 

 Halliday also calls this the “tell me why” function. 

 Example:  Why does the wheel spin when I pour water through the spout? 
 

6. Imaginative 

 According to Halliday, with this language the child, “creates an environment of his 
own” (p. 20). 

 Halliday also calls this the “let’s pretend” function. 

 Example:  I’m a fire-breathing dragon. 
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