
 A picture of a chaffinch 
(don’t let your child see 
this)

 A ball that is easy for your 
child to throw and catch

10–15 minutes

WHAT’S IN A NAME?

Categories – What’s One Word That Includes All of These Examples?

Take your ball and say: I’m going to say some words and throw you the ball, and you need to give me one word 
that includes all of them and throw the ball back to me. Ready?

Say: Coat, dress, shirt, jumper. Throw them the ball.

If your child doesn’t give a suitable answer, repeat the words and throw them the ball again. If they gave an 
appropriate answer, praise them and ask a different question, throwing them the ball as before. 

Here are some other examples you can use:

- Table, chair, wardrobe, bookcase, bed, dressing table, stool (furniture)

- Apple, pear, banana, pineapple, grape, mango, orange (fruits)

- Carrot, parsnip, cabbage, broccoli, cauliflower, spinach (vegetables)

- Oats, muesli/granola, cornflakes, crispies (breakfast cereals)

- Goldilocks, Cinderella, Kolobok, Mother Goose, Ali Baba (fairy tale characters)

- Rake, spade, hoe, fork, trowel, secateurs (garden tools)

- Car, bus, tram, lorry, van, motorcycle, carriage (vehicles)

CONTINUED ON THE NEXT PAGE

Your child can name different items that belong to a category.
Your child can name a category when given examples of items that belong to it.
Your child knows that chaffinches are birds.
Your child can say which information about chaffinches proves that they must be birds. 

To practise identifying a category word for a group of objects
To practise classifying objects into broad categories – groups of objects that share 
common characteristics
To recognise defining characteristics of an object from given contextual information
To develop the ability to define new concepts and vocabulary independently from 
given contextual information
To develop social and communication skills, and the ability to maintain focus and concentration
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Save some of the examples 
for another day – to do with 

other family members or 
friends too, on a car journey or 
when you have a few minutes 

spare 



- Spaniel, terrier, poodle, Alsatian, husky, greyhound, Afghan hound (types of dog)

- Ladybird, beetle, fly, grasshopper, butterfly, ant, bee, wasp (insects)

- Teacher, policeman, fireman, accountant, lawyer, solicitor, politician (professions/jobs)

- Earth, Mars, Venus, Jupiter, Mercury, Saturn, Uranus (planets)

- April, January, July, December, March (months)

- Thames, Seine, Volga, Danube, Mississippi, Amazon, Nile (rivers)

- England, Scotland, Ireland, Wales, Poland, USA (countries)

- Everest, Mont Blanc, Olympus, K2, Mount Vernon (mountains)

- Saucepan, frying pan, jug, teapot, kettle, plates, cups, saucers (kitchenware)

Give Me Examples of This Category:

This time reverse the game – ask your child to give you examples of the category that you have chosen. For example, you say: Materials. Your child has 
to say as many examples of materials as they can and then throw the ball back to you. Once you catch it, you add another word for that category and 
throw the ball back to them. Keep going like this until neither of you can think of any more or you feel you’ve covered enough from that category. 
Here are more examples you can use:

Sweets – sherbet lemons, fruit pastilles, laces, dolly mixtures, marshmallows…

Body parts – arm, finger, foot, leg, thigh, ankle, head…

Toys – Lego, blocks, rocking horse, dolls’ house…

Domestic appliances – kettle, vacuum cleaner, toaster, microwave, refrigerator, cooker…

Footwear – shoes, boots, sandals, trainers, socks, slippers, stockings…

Dairy products – milk, cheese, butter, cream, yoghurt…

Stationery – paper, pen, pencil, eraser, marker, paper clip, folder…

Transport – car, bus, train, bicycle, plane, coach, rickshaw, helicopter…

Sports gear – skis, skates, racket, bat, trainers, hockey stick, soccer ball…

Toiletries – soap, toothpaste, toothbrush, shower gel, deodorant…

CONTINUED ON THE NEXT PAGE

WHAT’S IN A NAME? – continued 
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Food – eggs, pizza, sausage, rice, potato, bread, biscuits, vegetables…

Trees – oak, elm, maple, beech, chestnut, fir, poplar…

Boys names – Peter, Rami, Imran, Sergei, Alexander, Aaron, Leo, Robert…

Girls names – Rania, Olivia, Catherine, Alba, Anya, Indira, Ida, Zara…

WHAT’S IN A NAME? – continued 
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Note: This type of activity will be of use in any situation where your child meets new vocabulary or concepts in a text. We tend to introduce new 
vocabulary by providing a verbal definition – for example, if we read a text about a chaffinch we might begin by explaining that a chaffinch is a type of 
bird. However, experience tells us that not all children will easily remember what they have been told, and some may well not know what a chaffinch 
is next time they encounter the word. To help them internalise new vocabulary, their minds must be active and involved, and they must make links 
between the new item and what they already know about the world. However, they are still in the process of forming such concepts as 
living/animal/bird. If we help them to recognise the defining characteristics of a chaffinch and to fit the word chaffinch into a system of knowledge, 
they are more likely to remember the word; their memory of it will be more meaningful. We will also be helping them to consolidate, use and 
develop newly acquired mental tools for organising and classifying knowledge of the world. As a general rule, when you read a book or a story and 
your child hears a new, unknown word, don’t rush to provide a definition. Instead, draw their attention to the part of the text where the new word 
appears; help them tease out any information they can gather that helps to relate the word to a familiar category. This process of discussion will help 
them to link the word to their pre-existing knowledge, and will also extend that knowledge.

What’s a Chaffinch?

Ask your child if they know what a chaffinch is. If they don’t, read this short passage about chaffinches (or some other unfamiliar example of a type of 
animal or bird). The passage provides information about the defining characteristics that tell us a chaffinch is a bird, without actually saying the 
words that it is a bird:

Chaffinches live near people’s houses. They make nests in the trees, mostly in conifer trees. In summer their babies are born. And chaffinches who are 
very good parents are in search of food for them all the time. At the same time they clear the forest of pests – bad insects. Chaffinches eat seeds and 
the green parts of plants. At the end of summer they get together in flocks and fly to warm countries.

Ask your child now what type of creature they think a chaffinch might be, and more importantly, how they know. Discuss this with them (it makes 
nests, it lives in trees, it eats insects, it migrates etc.). When your child has considered the evidence, show them the picture of a chaffinch as 
confirmation of what they have been able to deduce – it is indeed a bird.

You can repeat this activity using short texts about a wide variety of unfamiliar objects. Your child will gain invaluable experience of analysing the 
relationship between an unfamiliar item and concepts and categories that they already possess. At first they will be able to do this only with your 
help; later on they will know how to process information containing new concepts or words independently. This is invaluable, as they will meet new 
vocabulary on a daily basis through most of their schooling and beyond.
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