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Vocabulary Development 
By Susie Loraine, M.A., CCC-SLP 

 When teachers and speech-language pathologists talk about 
vocabulary, they are referring to the set of words that a child knows. 
Vocabulary can be split into two types: receptive vocabulary and 
expressive vocabulary. A child’s receptive vocabulary consists of the 
words the child understands when he/she hears or reads them. A 
child’s expressive vocabulary consists of the words the child uses when 
he/she speaks. 

 
 
 During the first few years of life, as babies begin to say their first words, it is easy to keep 
track of their growing vocabularies. Children typically understand or recognize more words than 
they actually use when speaking. For example, a toddler might only say five different words (e.g., 
dada, mama, doggie, bottle, more) but be able to understand many others—like pointing to the 
light when Mommy asks, “Where is the light?” or beginning to cry when Daddy says, “Bye-bye” 
as he leaves for work. 

 Vocabulary development does not stop once a child can talk. In fact, children learn many 
new words once they start reading and going to school. The chart below shows typical 
vocabulary development across several ages. Notice how quickly vocabulary grows over the first 
six years of life. 

 
 

Age (in years) Vocabulary 

1 to 1 ½ Toddlers develop around a 20-word vocabulary during this time. 

2 By the time a child is 2 years old, he/she will have a 200–300-word  
vocabulary. 

3 Vocabulary grows to be about 900–1,000 words by the time a child is 3 years 
old. 

4 The typical 4-year-old will have about a 1,500–1,600-word vocabulary. 

5 By the time a child reaches school-age and heads to kindergarten, he/she will 
have between a 2,100- and 2,200-word vocabulary. 

6 The 6-year-old child typically has a 2,600 word expressive vocabulary (words 
he or she says), and a receptive vocabulary (words he or she understands) of 
20,000–24,000 words. 

12 By the time a child is 12 years old, he/she will understand (have a  
receptive vocabulary) of about 50,000 words. 

Learning Vocabulary 
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 Vocabulary is the basis for learning language. Educational research shows that  
vocabulary is strongly related to reading comprehension, intelligence, and general ability. As 
children learn to read, they must learn to decode (sound-out) print, but they also must have a 
vocabulary base (word-knowledge) in order to make sense of what they decode. By third 
grade, however, children are reading to learn. For example, a child who is reading to learn 
about the Revolutionary War needs to know words like war, army, and horses (a basic  
vocabulary) to understand the history lesson. At the same time, however, the child will likely 
learn new words like artillery and revolution—continuing to build his/her vocabulary. 

 

 

 Read to your child; read with your child; expose your 
child to plenty of reading materials. Talk to your child about 
the environment around you. Encourage your child to tell 
you about his or her day—what books he/she checked out 
at the library, who he/she sat by during lunch, something 
funny that happened at school, etc. There is a variety of 
games, books, and card decks designed around the  
development of vocabulary.  

 

Resources 

Owens, Jr., Robert E. (1996). Language development: An introduction (fourth edition). 
Boston, MA: Allyn and Bacon.   

Stahl, Stephen A. (1999). Vocabulary development. Brookline, MA: Brookline Books. 

How to Encourage Vocabulary Development 

Why is Vocabulary Important? 
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 Below is a list of Super Duper® products that may help your student in developing his/her 
vocabulary. Visit www.superduperinc.com or call 1-800-277-8737. Click the links below to see the  
product and description. 

Webber® Photo Cards  
Ask for item #WFC-02 www.superduperinc.com/WXYZ_Pages/wfc_02.htm  

Vocab-u-Themes 
Ask for item #BK-274 www.superduperinc.com/B_Pages/bk274.htm  

Say & Do Vocab Bingo 
Ask for item #BGO-22 www.superduperinc.com/B_Pages/bgo22.htm 

Go for the Dough: The Game of Word Meanings and More!  
Ask for item #GB-339 www.superduperinc.com/F-G_Pages/gb339.htm 

500 Prefixes, Suffixes, and Stems 
Ask for item #FD-88  www.superduperinc.com/F-G_pages/fd88.htm 

Category Cut-ups 
Ask for item #BK-335 www.superduperinc.com/B_Pages/bk335.htm 

Granny’s Candies Board Game 
Ask for item #GB-154 www.superduperinc.com/F-G_Pages/gb154.htm 

Granny’s Candies Add-On Set 2 (Vocabulary and Figurative Language)  
Ask for item #GB-155 www.superduperinc.com/F-G_pages/gb155.html 

Granny’s Candies Add-On Set 2 (Verbs) 
Ask for item #GB-156  www.superduperinc.com/F-G_pages/gb156.html 

Vocabulary Maps: Strategies for Developing Word Meaning 
Ask for item #TPX-5501 www.superduperinc.com/thinkingpublications/product.asp?pid=TPX5501 

What Are They Asking Fun Deck® 
Ask for item #FD-93  http://www.superduperinc.com/F-G_Pages/fd93.htm  

What’s Being Said? Fun Deck® 
Ask for item #FD-39  http://www.superduperinc.com/F-G_Pages/fd39.htm 

Imagination Questions Fun Deck® 
Ask for item #FD-83  http://www.superduperinc.com/F-G_Pages/fd83.htm 
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