
Family Games to Build Vocabulary 

 

This or That 

Prepare:   

Think of words that mean different degrees of the same thing such as cheerful, glad, elated, pleased, thrilled, overjoyed… A thesaurus can help! Thesaurus.com .  

Directions: 

Ask “Which is…?”         Provide 2 choices. 

Example: 

Which is happier?  Pleased or joyful? Thrilled or overjoyed? Glad or cheerful? 

 

I Spy/Yo Veo 

Prepare:   
Think of a mystery item that everyone playing can see. Keep it a secret. 
Directions/Example:   
1. Say “I Spy with my eye something that...” ends with a descriptive clue, such as “...is blue” or “...begins with the letter B.”   
2. The other players then take turns asking one question each. "Is it inside the car?" "Is it round?" "Does it have wheels?"  
3. The player who is "It" can only respond with "yes" or "no."  
4. If a player thinks he knows what the mystery item is, he can use his question to guess directly: "Is it that barn?" "Is it that pickup truck?" "Is it Dad's 

sunglasses?"  
5. When somebody guesses correctly, then he or she becomes "It." The game moves forward with the new "It" spying a different item and beginning by 

reciting "I spy with my eye, something that..." 
 

Guess My Word 

Prepare:   

Think of a word your children know but might not use frequently.  Think of clues that are more and more specific. 

Directions: 

Give one clue at a time and allow one player to guess. Then give another clue and allow the next player to guess. Continue until someone guesses your word. 

Example: 
1. “I’m thinking of something we see at night”.  Guess-Moon 
2. “My word is a compound word”. Guess-Starlight 
3. “My word begins with ‘h’”.  Guess- Hideout 
4. “They are on the front of a car”.  Answer-Headlights 

 

https://www.thesaurus.com/


20 Questions 

Prepare: 

You will need two or more players.  

Think of a category for your object. 

Directions: 

1. Think of an object that can be classified into a category. Tell the other players which category your mystery object fits into. 

2. Have the players take turns asking “Yes/No questions” to learn more about the mystery object. They can ask up to a total of 20 Questions. 

3. Encourage players to ask questions that build on answers already given. Follow "Is it bigger than a book?" with "Is it bigger than a dog?" 

4. Let the players guess the mystery object at any time by phrasing their guess as a question, such as "Is the mystery object a leather purse?" Count this as one 

of the 20 Questions. 

5. Have the players guess the mystery object after they have asked all their 20 Questions. The winner is the one who correctly guesses the mystery object. 

6. Let the winner choose the next mystery object. If no one guesses your object correctly, choose the next object yourself and keep stumping your friends with 

your picks. 

Big Word of the Week 

Prepare: Choose an unusual word that is new to your child.  It may be new to you too! Example: delicate 

Miriam Webster for Kids Words of the Week: 
https://www.merriam-webster.com/vocabulary/weekly-vocabulary-words-for-kids 
 
Word Lists for Older Students: 

100 Words Every Middle Schooler Should Know 

100 Words Every High School Graduate Should Know 

100 Most Common SAT Words 

Directions/Example:   

Define the word in ‘kid-friendly’ terms. (Delicate means that something can be easily broken.) 

1. Use the word in a sentence for the child. (A small creature like a butterfly is very delicate.) 

2. Have the child use the word in a sentence. (My mom’s necklace is delicate.) 

3. Over the next several days, work as a team to use the word as many times as possible. 

 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/vocabulary/weekly-vocabulary-words-for-kids
https://www.merriam-webster.com/vocabulary/weekly-vocabulary-words-for-kids
https://www.vocabulary.com/lists/558097
https://www.vocabulary.com/lists/137567
https://www.number2.com/sat-word-of-the-day/


Help Your Child Figure Out New Words Using the Six Vocabulary Cheats 

1. Word Parts 

 

Parts of words can have meanings. 

 

Readers can break down words into parts and think about the meaning of each part to 

help them understand the word meaning. 

 

Example: “incomprehensible” 

 

in       comprehend      ible 

not    understand         able 

 

The word “incomprehensible” can be broken up into three parts to show the reader that 

“incomprehensible” means something that is not able to be understood. 

 

2. Connotations 

 

Connotative meanings go beyond the actual meaning and have a positive or 

negative feeling.  

 

Readers can think about the connotative meaning and how it shades the sentence. 

 

Example: “stubborn vs. persistent” 

 

During PE, Kara was stubborn about her jump shot. 

During PE, Kara was persistent about her jump shot. 

 

Although the literal meaning is about the same, the connotative meanings are 

different. 

3. Context Clues 

 

One clue in the surrounding text can be a signal that a word with a similar or opposite 

meaning is coming.  

Some synonym (same) signals: and, or, commas, parentheses, footnotes, like.   

Some antonym (opposite) signals: however, but, while, unlike. 

 

Readers can look for signal words that a synonym or antonym is coming up.   

 

Example: “but” 

The weather was frigid, but it was warm inside. 

 

The word “but” tells the reader the opposite of frigid is coming up.  Frigid and warm are 

opposites. 

 

4. Multiple Meaning Words 

 

Some words have different meanings.  These different meanings can even be 

different parts of speech.   

 

Readers can consider the whole sentence and the sentences before and after to 

decide which meaning makes sense. 

 

Examples: “set” and “pitch” 

 

“a set of cards” (noun), “set the table” (verb) 

 

“Pitch” in a baseball article would likely be different from “pitch” in an article about 

music.  “Pitch” also has figurative meanings, like “pitch in.” 

5. Word Relationships 

 

Word meanings are related to each other in different ways: 

 synonyms (excited and enthusiastic) 

 antonyms (excited, disappointed) 

 cause and effect (smile, happy) 

 belong to the same category (fork, utensil) 

Readers can think about the meanings of the other words in the sentence or paragraph 

around the unknown word.   

 

Example:  “The dog cried when the ball collided with his nose.” 

 

Since collided caused the dog to cry, the reader can figure out that the ball hit the dog. 

 

6. Analyzing Words and Texts 

 

Unknown words are surrounded by known words, sentences, a paragraph, and the 

entire text that can help readers understand the meaning. 

 

Readers can think about the meaning of the text, paragraph, and sentence and say 

the sentence in their own words to check their own understanding. 

 

Example:  The text reads “The hunter was able to keep the lion at bay by throwing 

pieces of meat.”  The reader can check their understanding of “at bay” by saying, 

“The hunter could keep the lions away by giving them food.” 

 

 



Special Words in “Everyday Places” 

“Everyday places” offer opportunities to expose children to words that help them deepen their understanding of words and their community.  

Try introducing and using these words with your child when visiting familiar places or playing some of these games. 

Can you use some of these words in other places? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 The Beach The Laundromat The Grocery Store The Barbershop/Salon Library 

Li
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Waves 
Seashells 
Seaweed 
Seagull 
Pail 
Shovel 
Tide 
Shoreline 
Lifeguard 
Pier 

Cycle 
Creases 
Detergent 
Delicate 
Coins 
Slots 
Product 
Tumble 
Suds 
Attendant 

Produce 
Market 
Convenience 
Business 
Aisle 
Cling Film 
Coupon 
Self-Service 
Manager 
Dairy 

Natural 
Angles 
Crop 
Trim 
Product 
Taper 
Process  
Fade 
Dye 
Layered 

Renewal 
Procedure 
Barcode 
Borrow 
Locate  
Reserve 
Stacks 
Request 
Return 
Browse 

Li
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Incoming 
Birds of prey 
Hazard 
Life preserver 
Current 
Coastal 
Surf 
Undertow 
Ultraviolet rays 
Damage 

Sanitize 
Agitate 
Garment 
High efficiency 
Shrinkage 
Instruction 
Procedure 
Recommendations 
Apparel 
Synthetic  

Merchandise 
Vendor 
Hygiene 
Stock 
Bakery 
Receipt 
Delicatessen  
Toiletries  
Beverages 
Discount 

Asymmetrical 
Hydraulic Chair 
Elegant 
Trendy 
Nape 
Texture 
Pompadour  
Frame 
Graduation 
Fringe  

Circulation 
Reference 
Periodical 
Serial 
Database 
Interlibrary 
Citation 
Collection 
Alphabetical 
Depository 

Commercially 

Available 

Vocabulary 

Games 



 

 


