
The result of these syntactic and semantic changes is that inner speech loses most
of the acoustic and structural qualities of external speech, and becomes a process of
‘thinking in pure meanings’ (Vygotsky, 1934/1987). In elaborating on Vygotsky’s
ideas in this regard, it is possible to sketch out a four-level developmental scheme for
the development of inner speech (see Fig. 1). At Level 1 (external dialogue), children
and caregivers engage in overt dialogue which displays the characteristic give-and-
take of conversation. At Level 2 (private speech), children conduct these dialogues in
their own overt (and then gradually subvocalised) private speech. At Level 3
(expanded inner speech), private speech is fully internalised and covert, but the give-
and-take of normal conversation is still manifested internally as the process of
talking silently to oneself. At Level 4 (condensed inner speech), the syntactic and
semantic transformations of internalisation ensure that inner speech retains few if
any of the accoutrements of external language, and has become an dialogic interplay
between alternate perspectives on reality (Fernyhough, 1996)—that is, the stage of
‘thinking in pure meanings’ described by Vygotsky.

Importantly, this model does not merely describe the stage-like developmental
process through which the child internalises dialogue. It also allows for movement
between the levels at any given point in development. Of particular importance for
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Fig. 1. Stages of internalisation.
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