
 

	   

Closing the Word Gap for America’s 
Children 
Some precocious toddlers use many different words when communicating early on in their lives, 
while others appear to struggle through a few small words or phrases. While sometimes a limited 
vocabulary in a child’s early years may be due to a developmental problem, most often children with 
fewer words have simply not heard as many words as they needed to in order to effectively express 
themselves. 

Put simply, children learn words that they hear spoken directly to them, and if they hear too few 
words and have too few conversational interactions while they are learning to speak, their 
vocabularies suffer. But so may their ability to succeed in school later on. 

Researchers have found that children in low-income households often have less language 
stimulation than children in high-income households, resulting in a marked word gap that affects 
their early learning and preparation for school. In fact, the seminal research of Drs. Betty Hart and 
Todd Risley found that children in low-income homes hear 30 million fewer words by age four than 
children in high-income homes. Unfortunately, children who struggle with a limited vocabulary in 
kindergarten continue to struggle in seventh grade, in high school and even into adulthood. 

Several pilot studies in communities across the country – including the Thirty Million Words Project in 
Chicago and Providence Talks in Providence, Rhode Island – are showing that parents who talk 
directly to their babies and toddlers often and in an engaging way can help their children develop 
their vocabulary more fully and positively impact their brain development. As parents and caregivers 
point out objects in a room, or sing songs, or read books, very young children begin to understand 
the words being used and their context. This word recognition is critical to building their knowledge 
base for future learning. 

All of this is good news for kids and parents, because with some support and a few simple tools, 



parents and caregivers can help their babies express themselves meaningfully for life. 

  

Learn More: 

• This resource guide from First 5 California explains how babies develop language and 
literacy from birth on. 

• A report from Stanford University highlights the language gap between low and high income 
children, and explains why change is possible. 

In the News: 

• “Children aren’t born smart. They’re made smart by conversation.” Slate. September 2013. 
• “The power of talking to your baby.” New York Times. April 10, 2013. 

    Did You Know? 
Reading aloud every day for just 15 minutes 
can make a difference. » 
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Learn	  more:	  

• A	  factsheet	  with	  valuable	  tips	  for	  how	  to	  incorporate	  math	  concepts	  into	  everyday	  activities,	  
from	  California	  Mathematics	  Council.	  

• PBS	  Parents	  offers	  several	  ways	  to	  instill	  a	  love	  of	  math	  in	  young	  children.	  

In	  The	  News:	  

• “Kids	  and	  Math:	  Teaching	  it	  Early,	  At	  Home	  and	  School,	  is	  Critical”,	  San	  Jose	  Mercury	  News	  (op-‐ed	  
by	  Liz	  Simons),	  December	  9,	  2013.	  

• “The	  Importance	  of	  Talking	  Math	  With	  Kids,”	  Annie	  Murphy	  Paul,	  January	  13,	  2014.	  
• “Math	  Skills:	  What	  Scientists	  Can	  Teach	  Parents	  About	  Kids’	  Developing	  Minds”,	  Huffington	  Post,	  

March	  25,	  2013.	  

	  


