
Supporting Vocabulary Growth 

 

These guidelines reflect typical language development. Tailor your support to the child’s 
developmental level. Multilingual learners are familiar with words in their native language and in 
English. Developing in two languages may mean they mix words or know fewer words in both 
languages. This is expected.   

Age What you might expect from the 
child 

Ways you can support through conversations 
and shared reading 

Birth to 8 
Months 

• Looks at you 
• Moves their body 
• Changes facial expressions 
• Smiles and laughs 
• Cries, coos, gurgle 
• Babbles                    

• Give meaning (interpret) and respond 
to all attempts to communicate 

• Narrate everything you do, or the child 
is doing 

• Ask closed questions- answer your 
own questions, using well-formed 
sentences 

• Pair your words with gestures or 
pointing 

• Use simple sentences 
8-12  

Months 
• Points 
• Uses gestures (shakes head 

for no or waves bye-bye) 
• Combines gestures with 

sounds 
• Uses sounds as if they were 

words 
• Uses a few single words in 

English or the first language 
• Uses long strings of sounds 

that sound like words 

• Give meaning (interpret) and respond 
to all attempts to communicate 

• Narrate everything you do, or the child 
is doing 

• Ask closed questions- answer your 
own questions, using well-formed 
sentences 

• Expand by restating what the child 
says and adding more words 

• Pair words with gestures or pointing 

12-18  
Months 

• Use words and/or gestures 
• Uses about 10-50 words to 

refer to people, objects, and 
events, in English or first 
language 

• Restate/expand what the child says 
using well-formed sentences 

• Pair words with gestures 
• Pair words with objects and pictures 
• Use Tier 1 words 
• Ask closed questions 

18-24  
Months 

• Uses 50-200 words, in English 
or home language 

• Uses two-word sentences 
• Ask yes/no questions, e.g., 

“Where dat?”, “Go bye-bye?” 

• Expand what the child says, using a 
more complex sentence 

• Use Tier 1 words 
• Ask closed questions and provide a 

couple of choices 
• Use a high quantity of words 

24-36   
Months 

• Combines 3-5 words in a 
sentence 

• Uses more grammatically 
correct sentences 

• Expand what the child says, using a 
more complex sentence 



Supporting Vocabulary Growth 

 

• Asks questions, including why • Use Tier 1 and Tier 2 words, be 
intentional to use more sophisticated 
vocabulary 

• Ask closed questions (either/or) 
questions or open-ended questions 

36-48 
Months 

• 4 + words 
• Song, story or nursery rhyme 
• Talks about their day 
• Answers simple questions 

• Expand what the child says, using Tier 
2 words and more complex sentences 

• Introduce Tier 3 vocabulary within the 
context of knowledge-building books 
and activities 

• Ask mostly open-ended questions 
• Use safety nets to encourage children 

to use new words 
• Narratives: Talk about experiences 

that are not happening in the present 
moment 

 Future events 
 Past events 
 Books you’ve read 

48-60 
Months 

• Tells a story (real or imagined) 
with at least two events 

• Answers simple questions 
about an event 

• Keeps the conversation going 
with 

• Expand what the child says, using Tier 
2 words and more complex sentences 

• Introduce Tier 3 vocabulary within the 
context of knowledge-building books 
and activities 

• Ask mostly open-ended questions 

• Use safety nets to encourage children 
to use new words 

• Narratives: Talk about experiences 
that are not happening in the present 
moment 

 Future events 
 Past events 
 Books you’ve read 

 

 


