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OBJECTIVES

1) An overview of how speech and 
language skills develop

2) Why vocabulary matters

3) How to help your child
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Words Matter!!
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How do language skills develop
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https://www.bbc.co.uk/tiny-happy-
people/amazing-toddlers-little-words/zvgjwty
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Why focus on vocabulary?
By 6, children who find word learning easy may have a 

vocabulary of around 14,000 words.

That's 8 new words a day between 18 months and 6 

years.

They may have 40,000 or more at 11 years

To be fluent in speaking a new language, we need 10,000 + 
words
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What does it look like when 
learning words is tricky?
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Difficulties with word learning 
might look like:

• Difficulty understanding what is said to you
• Difficulty expressing what you want to say
• Difficulties with behaviour or engaging
• Feelings of frustration and anxiety
• Less enjoyment in stories
• Difficulties with reading
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Home support for vocabulary makes a 
difference!

Children will learn words in their Early Years and 
school settings, but if they also come across these words 
at home, they will learn them faster and better. Home and 
school working together gets to a place neither can alone.

and fun!
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• Children learn words most easily when we 
talk about the things that they are focused 
on and motivated by.

“FISH”
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Repetition:
Children often 
need to hear 
words used many 
times before they 
will be ready to 
use them 
themselves.
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How to help your child learn new 
words

▪ Follow your child's lead- get down to 
their level when you can

▪ Use simple language to talk about the 
focus of the child's attention.

▪ Say it clearly and slowly

▪ Repeat the word

▪ Add a gesture/ sign and sound

▪ Comment rather than ask too many 
questions- use 1 direct question to 
every 3 or 4 comments
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How to help your child learn new 
words?

It is important to use a range of different types of words for 
your child to hear:

• Names: words to label objects e.g. dog, book, cake

• Action words: Words to describe actions e.g. eat, sleep, 
push

• Describing words: e.g. soft, stinky, cold

• Words for feelings: e.g. happy, sad, hungry, poorly

• Concept words: e.g. big/little, hot/cold, wet/dry
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Activity

Snack Time Words
• Names: words to label 

objects e.g. dog, book, cake
• Action words: Words to describe 

actions e.g. eat, sleep, push
• Describing words: e.g. soft, 

stinky, cold
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Help your child secure the new word by building 

connections

doggy

lead
woof

cat

fur

tail
animal

Many children with language difficulties have weak word storage. This 
can cause problems with :

• VOCABULARY: learning new words
• SEMANTICS: learning what words mean
• WORD FINDING: recalling the word you want to use
• COMPREHENSION: understanding the words said to you
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Building Connections Between Words

❑There is a hierarchy to how children learn about word meanings :

• FUNCTION ie what you can do with an item, e.g. wear it, eat it, play with 
it etc...

• LOCATION ie where you find an item, e.g. at the park, in my toy box, in 
the fridge, in the bathroom etc...

• CATEGORY ie the group the item belongs in, e.g. animals ( farm vs zoo), 
clothes, transport, toys , furniture etc...
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Sound Properties + Word Meaning= Stronger Word 
Learning

doggy

lead
Starts with a 'd'

Two 
syllables

fur

tail
Sounds like 
'foggy'

It is the combination of information 
about the meaning properties of the word, and the sound 

properties of the word that really strengthens word learning 
and organisation. The word store organizes words by 

double entries—Meaning & sound structure e.g.
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Games to build connections
• SORTING BY CATEGORY GAMES
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Games to build connections
• SORTING BY LOCATION GAMES
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Games to build connections
• SORTING BY FUNCTION GAMES
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Games to build connections
• THINGS THAT GO TOGETHER GAME
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Games to build connections
• SORTING BY INITIAL SOUND
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Support Children to Build Strong 

Connections in Everyday Activities:

Getting dressed -“you’ve got a blue fish on your t- shirt today”

• Sharing books, magazines,-“there’s the sea. Fish live in the 
sea”

• Eating meals/ snacks -“we’ve got fish fingers”
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• Watching TV/ films- “ooh a fish! The man has caught a 
fish. A big fish”

• Arts/ crafts- “let’s colour the fish”

• On a daily walk- “there’s the pond. Fish live in ponds”

• Play activities, e.g. “look- there’s a fish on your puzzle”
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Activity

Wash
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Connections take time

• It is important to build connections over time- it is 
not a quick fix process

• Allow your child plenty of time to listen, and 
respond to you

• Repeating, reinforcing, linking to experiences your 
child has had will really help, e.g. “you like the fish
in nanny’s pond”
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Teaching concepts
• Teach one concept 

word at a time

Sorting activity
Treasure hunt

“soft”

“soft”

“soft”
“not soft”

Widgit Symbols © Widgit Software 2002-
2021 www.widgit.com

• Compare the target concept with “not …”
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Hands on fun!
• Being as “hands on” and keeping activities fun, and as 

multisensory as possible will really help your child learn these 
new words and concepts.

• Where possible:-
• Let your child see the object/ touch it/ listen to how it 

sounds/how it smells
• Keep it fun! E.g. make a funny rhyme up with the target word in, 
• Get creative: make a picture/ painting/ collage/ playdough 

model
• Take photographs of the item- print out and share with your 

child
• We all learn best when we are enjoying ourselves!
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Keep going!

• Listen, praise and add an extra word

• Listen carefully to the words your child is 
using and look for opportunities to praise
and add words. Give them alternatives.

e.g. if the child says, ‘I made a big tower’, the parent 
says, ‘Let me see your tower. It is big and it is tall.’
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Go with your child’s pace
• All children are unique and will progress at their own 

pace

• Some children will have bursts in their language skills 
that seem to happen quickly, but many others need 
lots of time, and may take smaller gradual steps of 
progress.

• Be reassured, by following the advice and tips we 
have covered you are doing all you can to encourage 
your child’s speech and language development.
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Some 
recommended 
resources…..
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The Usborne First 
Thousand Words in 

English (2013)
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Word Aware 2: Teaching vocabulary in the early 
years. Parsons & Branagan, 2017.

© Shropshire Community Health NHS Trust,  Lisa Chapman & Vicki Ainscow (SLTs), 2021
Not to be reproduced without the consent of the author
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Thank you

Any questions?

Any feedback would be helpful to us.
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