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When we talk about a child’s vocabulary, we can think about 
it in two ways:  an expressive vocabulary  (words a child 
uses) and a receptive vocabulary  (words a child 
understands). The tips on the following pages address both, 
but are directed to young children (around 8 years and 
younger).  
Very roughly, a child should have an expressive vocabulary 
of two to six words by the age of 12 months.  By no means 
are these words pronounced perfectly, but they are 
consistent “words” for specific things. By 18 months, this 
bank of usable words has usually increased to around 10-20 
words, then by 2 years, it is at around 200-300 words. This 
rapid growth of vocabulary continues through the early years 
and in several reviews of vocabulary research, it is 
suggested that the number of new word meanings a child 
learns, especially in the primary grades, is about 3,000 per 
year (Baumann & Kameenui, 1991; Beck and McKeown, 
1991; Graves, 1986).  This equates to about eight new 
words a day.  
 
Learning new words is done in two ways. First of all, the 
word and its meaning are learnt in a fixed situation and the 
child may only be able to use and understand that word in 
the context that it was first presented. Later, the word is 
understood in more depth and the child can use it in a more 
flexible way. This has been referred to as “extended 
mapping”  where lots of networks are created for each word. 
An example would be a child that has a favourite book with a 
moon on the first page. The child may learn that the round 
white thing in the book is “a moon”.  In time, when links are 
made through experience and further exposure to that word, 
the child learns to link this concept to the moon in the sky at 
night - to the half-moon and the sliver of a moon, and to the 
moon that is 
sometimes large and 
yellow. There may 
also be a moon on a 
mobile in the 
bedroom, and a 
moon that the cow 
jumps over in the 
nursery rhyme…  
Children who have 
language learning 
problems may need greater exposure to a word to learn it 
even in the first context. When it comes to making links and 
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really understanding what the word means, they may need more explicit (obvious) 
explanations.  

 
Another very important point to make is this:  If a child cannot speak, due to a 
speech disorder, it does not mean that their vocabulary is not developing.  Sign 
language or other alternative communication systems can and should be 
introduced to help non-verbal children express their developing vocabulary.  

 
1. EXPERIENCE 
· Most children learn new words through experience. This is why a range of 

experiences is absolutely vital for your child.  Even if a child is physically 
disabled and cannot move around, we must bring the world to them! Books 
are a wonderful way to help your child learn about things that are not yet in 
their direct experience…  

· Books.  Children who are read to everyday generally have higher 
vocabularies that those that aren’t. See which types of books your child 
enjoys, and make a point to share books as often as possible. Remember you 
don’t have to read the words of the story if your child doesn’t seem interested. 
Talk about the pictures. Talk about what your child is looking at, and use lots 
of different types of words (not just the names of things).  Avoid questioning 
and testing  (“What’s that called?  What colour’s that truck?”)  Your child will 
learn more words if you listen to what they are trying to say and then provide 
the words related to this. 

· Play is a child’s way of  experiencing, exploring and learning a whole bank of 
new words… so play with your child and model lots of new words. Even if 
your child is obsessed with one type of play (eg. dinosaurs), use this interest 
to introduce other words.  Remember to use a range of words; describing 
words (enormous, ferocious, slimy), actions words (scamper, slither, chase, 
crunch), feelings (scared, angry, hungry)  position words (on, in, off, under) , 
time words (later, never, before) and so on.  

· Go for a walk. Take time to smell the roses!  Slow down a little and try seeing 
things from a child’s point of view.  As you walk, watch what your child 
notices. Comment on things they are familiar with, but also introduce new 
words.  

· Talk as you go.   Your child will learn words if you talk as you go about daily 
routines. In time, use the experiences that are repeated every day to 
introduce and use new words.  At 
bathtime, you might usually say “I’ll put 
some bubbles in”  In time you could 
change this… “I’ll put the bubbles in?  
Squirt squirt… I’m squirting the bubbles 
in… Do you want a squirt?”  You’ve just 
highlighted the word “squirt”.  Talking as 
you go, particularly when a child is 
comfortable in their routine, will increase 
both receptive and expressive vocabulary.  
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2. REPEAT ONCE, TWICE, MORE… 
· When it comes to a word that you think is new for your child (or one they are 

not yet using), your child will need to hear it several times to learn it - and 
better still, in several different ways.  If your child came up to you with a bug 
and asked “What’s this?” You could say “Bug… that’s 
a little bug…. Hello bug…” and later as you put him 
back in the grass, say; “Bye little bug… Don’t let the 
birds get you…  Birds eat bugs, you know…”   

· By repeating and stressing the new word, you are 
allowing your child to hear it several times. By putting 
it in little sentences, you are helping your child 
understand in depth about that word.   

· Later, you might remember about the bug and draw a picture of it for your 
child … you might find and point out other bugs too. The more your child 
hears that word the quicker they will learn it.  

 

3. CREATE AN INTEREST IN WORDS 
· When children are very young they don’t even think about the concept of 

“words”.  They usually know that you speak to get things, to ask questions or 
to comment.  Many children would not even think about the fact that their 
speech is made up of words. In order to set out on some explicit teaching of 
words, the child will benefit from thinking about words . Children can start 
to do this around the age of 3-4 years.  You can create this interest in words, 
by making comments like:  “Caterpillar… that’s a long word. It’s a tricky  
word to say”  or “Butterfly… that word has the word butter in it. Do you think 
butterflies like butter?  I wonder why they are called butterflies?”  

· Some books, such as Dr. Seuss books, create an interest in words by using 
patterns and repetition. Occasionally, comment about words that sound 
funny, words that sound similar, words within words.  

· When a child asks a question like “What’s this 
called?”  you could use this as an opportunity to talk 
about “words”.  For example, “That’s called a 
spanner…a spanner… have you heard that word 
before?”  Later, you might ask the child “Do you 
remember your new word?”  

· Praise a child when they use a new word or an 
interesting word. “Wow, ‘ferocious’ is a great word to use… well done!” 

 
4. TALK ABOUT FEATURES  

· It helps children remember the names of things if we talk about the features 
of that thing. For example,  if we are still learning about the word “bug” , you 
could point out his little feet and talk about where he lives and what eats 
him.  You wouldn’t do this all in one breath, but slowly and surely, if your 
child was interested, you would teach him all about “bug” and what it means.  

· If your child uses an incorrect word, don’t respond with “NO, that’s a …..”   
Instead acknowledge what they have said and then explain the difference by 
talking about the features.  For example, if your child saw a butterfly and 
cried out “Bug!” (his new word), he may be disappointed if you immediately 
said “No, that’s not a bug, it’s a butterfly.”  Instead, acknowledge that his 
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attempt was a good one by repeating his word and then explain the 
difference;  “Bug.  It’s a bit like a bug… but it has wings…it’s a butterfly…. 
Butterflies have wings … bugs don’t have wings…Look at that butterfly fly…”  
Children are discouraged if they try new words and your immediate 
response is “No”.  

· One way of increasing a child’s vocabulary is to choose a category  (eg. 
farm animals) and then talk about the features of each member in that 
group.  For example, goats have horns and beards… pigs have curly tails 
and say oink. Of course these are not always consistent features, so you 
might have to talk about this too (that is, goats don’t always have horns). 
There is more on categories below.  

· Features you might be able to think and talk about are:  colour, size, shape, 
what you do with something/ or what it does, the noise it makes, where you 
find it, what its parts are, what it’s made of, which group it belongs to 
(category).  You could write each of these “feature probes” on strips of 
paper…  

 
 
 
 

                       Next, choose an item (eg. a spanner) and go through  
                                                                          each of the “feature strips”.  

SPANNER 
What colour is it?  Silver 

What’s it made of?  Metal 
What noise does it make?  A clanging noise if you drop it. 

Where do you find it?  In the shed. 
Etc… 

You can see, by doing this, not only have you revised the word “spanner”, 
but you may have introduced new words such as “silver”   “metal”  “clanging”  

· You can play a Guessing Game using features.  Write down the features 
that you generate together on a card.  On the back, draw a picture of the 
item. Alternatively, you might find a picture of it in a magazine or in a 
catalogue to paste on the other side. In time you can make up a whole set of 
these cards. Read out the clues and see how quickly your child can guess it.   
To make it tricky, try and have a whole lot of items from the same group (eg. 
tools).  

     
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

WHAT COLOUR IS IT?   
WHERE DO YOU FIND IT?  

WHAT NOISE DOES IT MAKE?    

It’s silver 
     It’s metal 
You find it in the 

shed 
It’s a tool 

It undoes nuts 
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5. RELATE  
· Where possible, relate any new words to something that is familiar to your 

child. In other words, make the new word meaningful for them. If you had 
been talking goats, and you mentioned that goats have beards, you might 
talk about somebody you know who has a beard. “Uncle Jo has a beard… 
Do you think he is a goat?”   Yes, it’s silly, but kids love silly talk.  

· Even more complex words can be related to something meaningful in the 
child’s life.  If your child said “What does ‘greet’ mean?”  you could say, 
“When Nanny and Papa come over, you greet them when you come out of 
your bedroom… you say ‘hello’ to them – that’s a greeting.”  It is better to 
say this, than to say  “To greet someone is to say hello to them.”  

 

6. CATEGORIES  
· Categories help children organise words in their minds. They are great for 

introducing new words.   
· Start with broad categories such animals, clothes and food.  For older 

children, these categories can then be split into further subcategories such 
as birds, reptiles, farm animals, winter clothes, beach clothes, fruit, meat 
etc… 

· Play a category game. Take a large sheet of paper and write a word in the 
middle. It might be TOOLS… Explain to your child all about tools and then 
give some examples. See how many you can come up with. Try and draw 
pictures for each. You don’t have to be an artist! 

· A word document on the computer can also be used for this. Write a 
category name as the heading and try and think of lots of items together. 
Look them up in ClipArt and insert them on to your page. At the end print it 
out and stick it on your child’s wall.  

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

· There are many vocabulary books around that may have a page of animals, 
a page of transport and so on. Although these don’t have a story, many 
children enjoy hearing about all the names of things. Try and talk about the 
features of each item within the category. Another idea is to name 
something and then get your child to say which page it will be on and then 
find it. For example, “Pear… that would be on the fruit page.”  

TRANSPORT 
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· At the end of this document, you will find some cards to print out. Sorting 
pictures into categories helps children understand how words relate. These 
cards can be sorted into ANIMALS, TRANSPORT and FOOD.  

· Use the function of items to explain categories. For example, foods – you 
eat,  tools – you use to make or fix things,  clothes – you wear.  When 
putting pictures into categories, children love it when you slip up. For 
example, “ Apple… that would go in the clothes group… you wear apples, 
don’t you?”   

 
 
 
7. SYNONYMS and ANTONYMS  

· Synonyms are words that have the same meaning. For example, “playtime” 
and “recess” are synonyms as they mean the same thing. Be aware that 
synonyms may cause confusion for some children who are used to a 
consistent word being used. In this case, you could comment, “It’s recess 
time… recess is the same as playtime.”  

· Older, more advanced children may enjoy playing synonym games in a 
group.  Provide a word, and see if each child can think of another word that 
means the same. (Sad…grumpy,   angry…mad,    wet….rainy). Some 
children may come up with totally different answers and will need to explain 
further. For example, with the word SOFT one child might think of  QUIET 
while another might say SQUISHY.  Justifying answers make children think 
more about words (and they may realise that some words such as LIGHT 
have two meanings. These are called homonyms).  

· Antonyms are opposites.  There are lots of OPPOSITES picture books that 
can be found in libraries and some children enjoy looking at these.  

· Around 4 years of age, many children develop an interest in opposites. Talk 
about this word “opposite”  and help them 
understand what it means by giving lots of 
examples.  Thinking about opposites can give 
children a whole new framework for thinking 
about words and word relations. If a child is 
having trouble thinking of an opposite, you can 
say something like:  “DARK… the opposite 
is…. Not dark  … when it’s not dark it’s 
___________.” 

 
(Right: The words DIRTY AND CLEAN, plus 
many more concepts are learnt and 
practised in MY FIRST BARRIER GAMES © 
by Pelican Talk. See website for details. www.pelicantalk.com  ).  
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8. THEME TEACHING  
· “Theme teaching” is not just talking about words within a category, but 

words that are to do with a certain theme. This can be good as you can talk 
about a whole lot of different words and not just names of things.  For 
example, BEACH:  sunblock, hat, surfing, swimming, paddling, hot, sandy, 
seagulls, deep, shallow,  waves crashing etc… Many schools and 
preschools use “theme teaching”. As a parent you can do it too. It might be 
almost time for you to go on your summer holiday, so you could start 
introducing “beachy” words.  Set up some pretend play activities at home 
using buckets, spades, shells and a towel. Ask at the library about stories 
that are based at the beach, look on the computer and print out some 
pictures of the beach. Look at them with your child.  

 
9. ESSENTIAL VOCABULARY 

· Some children have extremely limited vocabularies , so the parents, along 
with friends, teacher or speech pathologist can get together and think of a 
set of words that the child really needs to know.  If your child knows the 
word “Yum yum” for food, you might aim to expand this to “sandwich” and 
“yoghurt”. You might learn the sign language for these signs and place a 
picture of these things on the fridge.  Try and get everyone in your child’s life 
to model these words (using the same system you are using – sign 
language, picture communication or both). Slowly, you can try and build up 
the bank of words that your child knows and uses throughout their daily 
routine. Trying to introduce too many words at a time may not prove 
successful.  

· There are many FIRST WORDS books or EARLY VOCABULARY books. 
These will be of more interest to your child if they are tailor-made. Digital 
cameras and printers are becoming cheaper and easier to use.  Try making 
a book of things that your child enjoys and uses daily. Include people, food, 
rooms, items used in the daily routine (eg. toothbrush). Better still, when you 
can, include a picture of the item and then a picture of the item being used 
by the child. (Many kids love looking at themselves).   
Eg.  PIC 1 Toothbrush.   PIC 2 Toby is brushing his teeth with the 
toothbrush.  

 

10. ENJOY WORDS 
· Whatever you do, don’t make learning words seem like work. Show your 

child that you enjoy words and that you are proud and excited when they 
use new ones. There is always the temptation to “drill” the learning of new 
words, but in most situations, this only leads to a shallow or rigid 
understanding of each word. Keep it meaningful, keep it fun, and always 
work at your child’s pace. 

 
 

If you have any questions or feedback regarding the  tips given above, 
 please email me at lucia@pelicantalk.com  
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These pictures are taken from “The Speechie’s Ultimate Picture Library”© . 
 It contains 22 pages of vocab arranged by category plus LOTS MORE. 

 “Pelican Talk produces easy-to-use, affordable speech and language resources that kids love”. 
See www.pelicantalk.com 

 

 
 

 
 

 

   

  

  


