
What’s in a word? 



Ideas adapted from Speech and Language 

Training Consortium by Victoria Joffe 

 

 “On average a toddler from a family on 

welfare will hear around 600 words per hour, 

with a ratio of two prohibitions (stop that”, 

“get down off there”) to one encouraging 

comment. A child from a professional family 

will hear over 2000 words per hour, with a 

ratio of six encouraging comments to one 

negative”  

 

(Hart and Risley, 2003) 

Hart, B. and Risley, T. (2003) The Early Catastrophe: The 30 Million Word Gap. American 

Educator, 27 (1) p.4-9 
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Have an idea of meaning 
to be conveyed 

Find the right words 
(semantics/ word 
finding) 

Put the words in a 
grammatical sentence- 

right order, tense, word 
endings, pronouns etc 

Select the right 
sounds (phonology) 

Co-ordinate 
instructions to 
lips, jaw, tongue 
and vocal cords 

Say the words  aloud 
(articulation) 

Understand the meaning – literal 
and non-literal 

Understand 
sentence structure 
(grammar/ syntax) 

Understand words  
(semantics) 

Remember what is said in 
the right order (auditory 
sequential memory) 

Listen/ attend 
 

Understand non-verbal 
communication- body language, 
facial expression, tone of voice  

Self-monitor INPUT OUTPUT 

PROCESSING 

Discriminate 
between sounds 

Hear 
 



 
What were the new words? 
 

  What helped you learn the new words? 

 



• Recency 

• Repetition 

• Phonological complexity 

(phonetically complex words are 

harder to remember) 

• Previous word knowledge, 

amount of cues to meaning of 

word in the rest of the text, if a 

new word sounds like an 

existing word, e.g. “barastic”, 

the listener might link it to 

“fantastic” 



Quantity or Variety? 

Knowing more words makes learning new words 

easier 

• because we can then better break down words into 

their individual sounds, and put them together 

 

Having a variety of words is crucial  

• because variation helps to learn a larger set of 

words 

 

At age 4, language variety is more important than 

exposure for predicting literacy skills at age 7 
Hoff & Naigles (2002) 

Rowe (2012) 

Jones & Rowland (2017) 

Ouellette (2006) 

 
 

 

 



My dog Fido 

All animals with 4  
 legs 

A variety of types of  dogs 

Dog 



Age Number of Words Types of Words 

By 18 
months 

5-20 words •Object names 
•Words to make needs known e.g. more/up 
•Babble/experimenting with sounds 

By 2 
years 

50-200 words •Simple action words 
•Social expressions e.g. hi/bye bye 
•May repeat heard words and phrases often 
•Uses own name when talking about themselves 

By 3 
years 

500-1000 words •Simple position words e.g. in/on 
•Simple descriptive words e.g. big/little 
•What, who and where questions 

 By 4 
years 
         
        

1000-2000+ words •Why questions 
•Complex position words e.g. under/behind 



Activities around an experience 

Daily routines: getting washed, 

dressed, coming to nursery, holidays, 

shops 

Nursery trip/event: farm, birthday 

Story book: ‘The Very Hungry 

Caterpillar’ 

Personal to family/child experiences 

 

Social words: hello, goodbye, thank you 

Motivating words: more, gone, ready 

steady go, again, uh-oh 

Basic vocabulary: ball, book, car, baby, 

drink, mummy/care giver, cat, dog, 

favourite food / toys 

Animals 

Easy vocabulary: cat, dog, bird, duck, 

bee, fish, spider, cow, snake, horse, pig, 

rabbit 

Harder vocabulary: elephant, giraffe, 

bear, 

lion, monkey, frog, mouse 

 

Body parts/clothes 

Easy vocabulary: nose, eyes, hair, 

tummy, socks, hat, coat, shoes 

Harder vocabulary:  knees, shoulders, 

jumper, trousers, pyjamas 

 

Food and drink/snack time 

Biscuit, apple, banana, cake, juice, milk, 

spoon, cup, plate, pizza, dinner 

Transport/construction area 

Car, bus, tractor, bike, plane, helicopter 

Action words 

Jumping, brushing, eating, drinking, 

sleeping, washing, crying, reading, 

playing, splashing 

 

Concepts 

Size: big, little 

Position: in, on, under 

Shapes: circle, square, triangle 

Colours: red, blue, green, yellow 

Numbers: 1–5, 5–10 

Adjectives: dirty, clean, hot 

 



1. Sit face-to-face 

2. Follow child’s lead 

3. Wait 

4. Listen 

5. Comment 

6. Reduce questions 

7. Use simple language 

8. Use your voice 

9. Praise 

 



 Pretend Play  

Create pretend situations with large or miniature home-corner toys, e.g. shops, dinner 

time, getting dressed, birthday party, religious festivals, and tea party. 

 

 Books 

Choose books related to your chosen topic/theme. Tell the story and talk about the 

objects, actions, descriptions, feelings, what will happen next. 

Younger children can turn the pages, open flap and talk about the pictures. Point to an 

item on the page and name it using simple language e.g. ‘Look………..an elephant! ’ or 

‘It’s a………..car’ 

Older children can comment/ retell parts of the story 

 

 Songs 

Sing songs that rhyme, repetitive songs, made up songs, and songs with actions e.g. 

‘this is the way we wash our hands, brush our teeth’ etc. 

 



 Collect a range of objects, photos and pictures 
relating to the topic/theme you have chosen e.g. 
Summer; gather sandals, sunhats, ice-cream, photos 
of parks/beaches/weather, books etc. Let the 
children take turns to explore, name 

   and describe the items in the bag. 

 

 Categorisation:  Put a range of objects/pictures from 
a few different categories in a bag  e.g. animals, 
food, clothes. Have 3 boxes/hoops e.g. with a picture 
of a farm scene, different foods or washing 
line/machine. The children takes turns to pick out an 
item and decide on where it goes. 

 

 Guess who I am: ‘I’ve got 4 legs, I live on a farm, I 
say “mooo.”’ 

 




