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The Early Catastrophe
The 30 Million Word Gap by Age 3
By Betty Hart and Todd R. Risley
During the 1960's War on Poverty, we were among the many researchers, psychologists, and educators who
brought our knowledge of child development to the front line in an optimistic effort to intervene early to
forestall the terrible effects that poverty was having on some children's academic growth. We were also
among the many who saw that our results, however promising at the start, washed out fairly early and fairly
completely as children aged.
In one planned intervention in Kansas City, Kans., we used our experience with clinical language
intervention to design a half-day program for the Turner House Preschool, located in the impoverished
Juniper Gardens area of the city. Most interventions of the time used a variety of methods and then
measured results with IQ tests, but ours focused on building the everyday language the children were using,
then evaluating the growth of that language. In addition, our study included not just poor children from
Turner House, but also a group of University of Kansas professors' children against whom we could
measure the Turner House children's progress.
All the children in the program eagerly engaged with the wide variety of new materials and languageintensive activities introduced in the preschool. The spontaneous speech data we collected showed a spurt
of new vocabulary words added to the dictionaries of all the children and an abrupt acceleration in their
cumulative vocabulary growth curves. But just as in other early intervention programs, the increases were
temporary.
We found we could easily increase the size of the children's vocabularies by teaching them new words. But
we could not accelerate the rate of vocabulary growth so that it would continue beyond direct teaching; we
could not change the developmental trajectory. However many new words we taught the children in the
preschool, it was clear that a year later, when the children were in kindergarten, the effects of the boost in
vocabulary resources would have washed out. The children's developmental trajectories of vocabulary
growth would continue to point to vocabulary sizes in the future that were increasingly discrepant from
those of the professors' children. We saw increasing disparity between the extremes—the fast vocabulary
growth of the professors' children and the slow vocabulary growth of the Turner House children. The gap
seemed to foreshadow the findings from other studies that in high school many children from families in
poverty lack the vocabulary used in advanced textbooks.
Rather than concede to the unmalleable forces of heredity, we decided that we would undertake research
that would allow us to understand the disparate developmental trajectories we saw. We realized that if we
were to understand how and when differences in developmental trajectories began, we needed to see what
was happening to children at home at the very beginning of their vocabulary growth.
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