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Parent Take-aways
Language Semantics

SEMANTICS REFERS TO THE PART 
OF LANGUAGE THAT DEALS WITH 
VOCABULARY KNOWLEDGE, AND 
IS A BASIS FOR LATER LANGUAGE 
DEVELOPMENT! IF YOUR CHILD IS GOING 
TO COMMUNICATE, HE OR SHE NEEDS 
WORDS TO USE. YOU WANT YOUR CHILD 
TO KNOW MANY DIFFERENT WORDS AND 
TO KNOW A LOT ABOUT THOSE WORDS. 
WHEN A CHILD LEARNS A NEW WORD 
FOR THE FIRST TIME, THERE ARE MANY 
THINGS TO KNOW ABOUT THAT WORD! 

It’s important to recognize that your child’s semantic 
knowledge of a word might not be perfect. Many 
children make mistakes when they initially create 
semantic knowledge. For example, a child might 
think “cat” refers to any animal, and will continue to 
learn more about the word “cat” the more often he or 
she sees a parent or other communication partner 
use the word. 

Once your child develops initial word knowledge, 
start to think about the types of words your child 
knows. Children are often heavy on nouns or labels. 
In order to begin to combine words to make short 
sentences, children should have verbs (work, play, 
walk), location words (on, under) and words that 
describe things (red, big, wet) in their vocabulary. 

These tips are for children who communicate in 
all kinds of ways; you will be able to tweak them to 
fit your child’s needs while you build your shared 
language skills. 

 9 To draw your child’s attention to new words, repeat, 
repeat, repeat! Use consistent words/signs.

 9 When your child is learning a new word be clear 
about what you are referring to. Ex. Shake the spoon 
as you produce/fingerspell/sign the word “spoon”, 
allowing your child to play with and explore new 
objects.

 9 Play sorting games and talk about categories.
 9 Play word games such as 20 questions.
 9 Establish eye contact, point to a person, make sure 

the child looks at the person and then back at you 
before providing the sign name. 

 9 Help your child practice imitating new words. You 
might point out, “This is a new word! Can you say/
fingerspell/sign it?” Pick a “new word of the day” or 
week and whenever you hear that word, practice 
saying/fingerspelling/signing it.

 9 Talk about multiple words that can be used to say 
the same thing. Ex. Big, gigantic, large.

 9 Talk about words that have multiple meanings (ate/
eight, sea/see), these are homonyms.  Example:  tree 
bark/dog’s bark.

 9 Say funny things and tell jokes.


