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Read Right from the Start 

 
Word Learning 

Four Stages of Knowing a Word (Dale, 1965 – as cited in Beck, McKeown, & Kucan, 2002) 
           
Stage 1:  I never saw it or heard it before. 
Stage 2:  I’ve heard it, but I don’t know what it means. 
Stage 3:  I recognize it in context or it has something to do with… 
Stage 4:  I know it and can use it properly. 
 
 
Our goal in the classroom is to push-in target vocabulary and raise each child to a stage four 
level of knowing.  To determine ways of doing this, we’ve examined “The Six Principles of Word 
Learning” (Harris, Golinkoff, & Hirsch-Pasek, 2011). 
 
 
Six Principles of Word Learning 
  
1. Frequency – Children acquire words that they hear most often (at least 12 exposures to 

make the word one’s own). 
2. Interest – Children first acquire words for items of interest (objects of engagement, 

feelings). 
3. Responsive – Vocabulary instruction must be interactive (connects to the “Respond” piece 

of START and TALK!).  
4. Meaning – Vocabulary instruction must be meaningful (thematic play as a “prop” for 

language development). 
5. Be clear – Children need clear explanations of word meanings, using “child-friendly” words 

that draw upon their prior knowledge. 
6. Beyond the word – The learning of vocabulary and grammar are dependent upon one 

another; they “feed” each other. – “Offering definitions or using words in sentences during 
interaction always includes a surrounding linguistic context” (p. 53). 
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