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Core Vocabulary 
 
Introduction: 
Choosing and organizing vocabulary on a communication system, whether it is a speech 
generating device or a picture or word based ‘paper’ display is crucial.  There are two 
different types of vocabulary to consider: 
 
Core Vocabulary:  
Core vocabulary is a relatively small set of frequently used words.  Core vocabulary can 
be used in a variety of settings with different people during many different activities.  
Core vocabulary is made up mainly of words that are not ‘picture producers’.  A core 
vocabulary can range from 50-250 words.  A lot of research has been done to determine 
what words make up a core vocabulary.   
 
Theme/Activity Based Vocabulary: 
Vocabulary specific to an activity, situation or subject made up of mostly nouns and 
some verbs.  Theme vocabulary contains highly specific words that can often be used in 
only 1 situation, ex. playing tea party with your dolls or science class. 
 
Using Core and Theme/Activity Based Vocabulary on Different Communication 
Systems: 
The considerations for organizing vocabulary are the same whether the system is a 
paper based picture display, a light tech device with limited vocabulary or a high tech 
device with a dynamic screen.  Your ACS clinician or community SLP or OT will assist with 
determining how many cells or buttons your child can use at one time, what size the 
buttons, pictures and words should be, how your child can access their communication 
system and what type of system your child can best use (low, light or high tech). 
 
When designing overlays/pages consider: 

 Number of cells that should be filled 
 Colour coding for organization 
 Placement of vocabulary for easy access 
 When to use core vs. theme/fringe/activity 
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Core Vocabulary  
(See Sample Core Vocabulary Lists handout) 
 

Why do we Teach Core Vocabulary? 
By teaching children a core vocabulary, we teach them about language.  They learn the 
meanings of different parts of speech and they learn to combine these words to make 
phrases and sentences.  This gives them the ability to generate novel messages.  To truly 
communicate your own thoughts and feelings, you need to be able to create your own 
messages.  Core vocabulary gives a communicator flexibility. 
 

When do we Use Core Vocabulary? 
The easy answer is ALL THE TIME!  Core vocabulary can be used to comment on what is 
happening around us, during games or pretend play, at meal times, doing a craft, visiting 
with friends or relatives.  The more opportunities you can find to incorporate core 
vocabulary, the more quickly your child will learn to use it functionally. 
 
Why is Modeling so Important? 
All infants, toddlers and children learn by watching other people in their environment.  
Children who develop typical speech observe and listen to thousands of models of 
speech before saying their first words.  For children who are expected to use symbols to 
communicate, there are often limited opportunities to observe others using their 
communication mode.  Providing many (100’s or 1000’s) of opportunities for a child to 
see others using their speech generating device or picture communication system is 
crucial for these children.  Don’t be afraid to use their communication system – as much 
as or more than they do!  This will help them to learn.  They may need to see 100’s of 
models before using a certain word or concept independently. 
 

Where Should We Start? 
1. Identify 8-10 core vocabulary words for your child.  Consider the sample lists 

provided and your child’s motivations and daily routines. 
2. Identify 2-3 activities where core vocabulary can be targeted. 
3. Write a plan for targeting the core vocabulary in each activity – include a plan 

for frequent modeling of use of core vocabulary and a prompting hierarchy. 
4. Be sure to use core words in different ways, ex. “go” can mean: go to the 

bathroom, making a car go, go outside, etc. 
5. Consider opportunities for combining core words to make a phrase. 
6. Also consider combining core words with theme vocabulary. 
7. Add new vocabulary as your child becomes familiar with items – you do not 

need to wait until he/she has mastered vocabulary before moving on to new 
words. 
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Sample Core Vocabulary and Goals 
 
1.  Sample core vocabulary 

1. play 
2. more 
3. go 
4. that 
5. don’t/not 
6. finished/done 
7. something else 
8. help 

 
2. Activities 
 1. Playing with cars and a ramp. 
 2. Helping Mom put laundry into the machine. 
 3. Wrestling with Dad. 
 
3. Goal/Plan 

1.  Jacob will use his Speech Generating Device to request “more” and “go” during a car 
activity.  When he requests “more”, Mom will say “you want more” and put the car 
at the top of the ramp.  When he requests “go”, Mom will say “1, 2, 3, go” and let 
the car go down the ramp toward Jacob. 
 

Modelling – Mom will show Jacob how to use the device by demonstrating.  Big brother 
will take turns and model appropriate requests. 

 
2. Jacob will use his Speech Generating Device to tell his Mom that he wants to “help” 

put laundry into the washing machine.  When he says “help”, Mom will say “you 
want to help” and give him some laundry out of the basket to put into the machine.  

 
Modelling – Mom will show Jacob how to use the device by demonstrating.  This can be 
demonstrated in a variety of activities – both when asking for help and asking to help. 
 

3. Jacob will use his Speech Generating Device to request “play” when wrestling with 
Dad.  Dad will wrestle with Jacob and stop.  Jacob will push the “play” button on his 
device.  Dad will say “oh, you want to play” and will wrestle with Jacob.  Then stop 
again.  Jacob will need to push “play” on his device again to do more wrestling.  This 
goal could incorporate a sequence by showing Jacob how to put the “more” button 
and the “play” button together. 


