
Iterative Research in Curriculum Development: 
A Preschool Language Module 

General Introduction 
In 1966, the Office of Economic Opportunity estnb­

lishcd a number of university centers that observed and 
tested in Head Slart cla~s in widely scattered sections of 
the United Stutes, with the assibrned purpose of attempting 
to evaluate Head Start us it actually existed. In addition, 
the Cenlcrs initiated research projccls rclaled lo the Hcud 
Start effort. h became apparent that description und 
summarization of the educational input, with u diversity of 
lypt-'S of teachers, curricular programs, and general cduca· 
lional orientations, presented formidable problems. An 
alternative evaluation strategy, with more promise of 
definitive resulls, therefore was adopted in l 968. It 
involved actual clas.sroom intervention by several research 
centers, through provision of particular curricula, training 
of leachcrs in their use, observing classes with respect lo 
variables relevant to cuch curriculum in queslion, and 
measuring children's changes in criterion variables. 

In line with this shifting focus, the ccnlt•r at the 
University of Hawaii, now the Center for Research in Early 
Childhood Education, further developed a preschool 
language curriculum on which research efforts had begun 
two years before. Al the same lime, it intensified work on a 
preschool mathematics curriculum and began to explore 
ways to leach motivation, i.e., ways lo develop in young 
children types of behavior associated with motivation to 
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achieve in school. Still later, work on a music curriculum 
was undertaken, and now a physical activilk'S unit is being 
prepared and subjected lo preliminary trial. 

The curricular area lo which the Hawaii Center has given 
greatest attention is language. In various forms, its pre· 
school language curriculum has been used in over 100 
classes, and the results have been formally evaluated for 31i 
of these, with a total of over 600 children. 

Theoretical Base 
The language curriculum was dcsibrr1cd lo be consistent 

with the way in which u child ac<1uires his first language. ll 
incorporates lhe lexicon that is most frequently used by 
American five- and six-year-olds (Rinsland, 1945; Crowell, 
1966) and leaches the phrases lhal occur most often in 
standard American speech. 

Although the infant is able potentially to form the 
sounds required by the various human languages (Osgood, 
1953, p. 684), he learns lo use a limited number of them in 
the contexts of words and phrases lhut reOecls his linguistic 
environment. The process is facilitated by such environ­
mental rewards as allention from his mother, food, smiles, 
and the sound of the vocalizations themselves, especially 
when they are similar to those around him (Bijou & Baer, 
1965, p. 162). In a simple society, these words and phrases 
develop directly into the code used for all uduh communi· 
cation. Acquiring the code is an integral part of the total 
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socialization process and is kept within Lhe primary 
socializing i,rroup, usually the family. 

When 11 society increases in complexity and assigns 
varying roles lo its people in the division of labor, it needs 
an inslilulion lo lrain iLs members lo fill appropriate slots 
in Lhe social system. If one cobl'flilive map is not adequate 
for all members, school as an institution is justified. IL is 
charged wilh leaching those skills that arc nt:ccssary for the 
child Lo cope with aspects of his environment and that Lhe 
chief socializing agents, his parents, arc not able to give 
him. 

At Lhe beginning of the child's formal school career, Lhc 
need emerges lo communicate with those outside his 
immediate circle. If his folk language or Lhe codt• he 
and his family use is not the same as Lhat of the school and 
the greater community, a firsl Lask of the school is to 
provide experience with the culture and dialect of tlH' 
dominant b'1'oup. 

The child who lives in a bilingual situation learns both 
languages and learns lo respond appropriately to the 
environmental cues Lhat Lell him which lani,ruage is appro· 
priate. Consistent with this model, Edwards (Hellmuth, 
1967) points out the need for developing skills that will 
enable the child to straddle two sels of habits and customs, 
bul Lhut also will permit him lo continue to accept and 
respect Lhe system in which he is b'l'Owing up. The goal 
becomes one of increasing his skills so that he will have the 
Lools lo function successfully in a wider variety of 
situations. This pragmatic approach leaves him free to 
choose when lo use Lhc second code. IL docs not violate his 
basic scl of values nor a!;k thal ht• forfeit his identity with 
his primary group. 

The Nature or tl1e Preschool Language Curriculum 

For scvt:ral years work has been in progress al the 
University of Hawaii Center on the preparation and 
evaluation of a curriculum, language for Preschool, As 
curly as 1966 thrct· teachers on Oahu taught cxpcrimcnlal 
Head Start classes using an approach that was initially 
inOuenced by the Bcreiler-Engclmann Beginning Language 
Proi,rram (Bereiter & Engelmann, 1966). The aim was to test 
the feasibility of including a structured program lo increase 
language facility in an on-going nursery school program. 
This study led to the development of a teaching manual 
that has been used with considerable success and modified 
as new findings have become available. The present fourth 
edition is a carefully proi,'l'ammed, very detailed presenta­
tion of syntactic patterns that appear with high frequency 
in the standard dialects of American English. 

This curriculum has been introduced into Head Start 
classes on the assumption Lhal lack of familiarity with the 
code of the school and i,rrcalcr community will adversely 
affect Lite educational future of Lite child (Hess, 1964; 
Bernstein, 1961; Spiker, Hodges & McCandless, 1966; 
Crowell, 1966; CrowPll & Fargo, 1967). 

Method of Teaching. The language for Preschool curric­
ulum is usually scheduled as the firsl major activity of the 
day in a classroom. It is incorpornted inlo a "languag1: 
hour," comprised of three 20-minule scgmcnL.,. The first is 
devoted to the language lesson itself, the second to informal 
language-strengthening activities, and the third lo Lhc 
development of general school activities. 

The children arc divided into three smull groups of five 
or six each on the basis of their capabilities. During the 
language hour the b'l'oups rotate so that each group 
participates in each of the three segments of the program. 
The teacher proceeds systematically through l'ach step of 
the program, wilh allention to individuals' needs within 
each small group. When a chili) in a slower brroup develops 
rapidly, he may be moved to a faster group and thus be 
continually encouraged to work lo his fullesl capacity. 

In the language lesson itself, teacher-child dialogue is 
stres..<;e1I, with special 1m1phasis on the chil1l's responses. 
While the teacher mo1lel of school-appropriate language is 
necessary, unless the chiltl also practict.-s producing the 
patterns himself, Lhey do nol automatically become purl of 
his language repertoire. 

Content. The language patterns arc divided into seven 
general sections: conversations, labels (including categories, 
what things are made of, and pronouns), verbs, colors, 
opposite words, prepositions, and 11u1islions. Suggested 
daily lesson plans provide a guide for the teacher in 
choosing tasks from four or five of these sections, so that a 
child i!> given experience with a variety of concepts and 
statement pallems during a lesson period. The tasks arc 
sequenced according lo difficulty in each section; and 
inlermittenl, more comprehensive lusks combining con· 
ccpts and patterns provide review. Thes1i comprehensive 
tasks implement generalization of the skills learned in the 
planned language lesson to more informal communication 
in natural situations. 

The teacher uses many diffcrPnt stimuli to leach the 
concepts: objects that can be felt, smelled, tasted, and 
compared as to size, shape, and color; flannelboard fibrurcs; 
chalkboard drawings; nashcards; and pictures of all kinds. 
She also utilizes physical activity of the children, e.g., 
jumping, clapping, or making themselves tall or small, lo 
emphasize concepts and facilitate saying Lhe patterns. 



Language Lesson: Descriptwe words "Which box is heavier?" 
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Language Lesson: Concept of si:e "How tall can you make your.ml}?" 
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Sometimes the patterns arc sung, rhythmic clapping or 
drumbeats arc added, or voice pitch is raised or lowered. 
This contributes lo a climate of enjoyment and often brrcat 
enthusiasm accompanying the learning. 

While limitation of time in the lanb'11age lesson itself 
allows only for initial experience with the materials, the 
teacher encourages their free and extended use throughout 
the day. This is often begun in the lunguage·strengthcning 
segment of the first hour. 

J usl as use of the materials goes beyond the lanb'11age 
lesson, so further application of the language patterns 
themselves is encouraged. Often an opportunity comes for u 
newly acquired statement lo he practiced by the teacher's 
asking for another way of saying something. Praise is 
encouraged for any effort on the child's part lo respond or 
to use his "school language" spontaneously. 

Use of Reinforcement. Material reinforcers during the 
language lesson, slurling with eilihles a nil proccciling lo 
delaycil rewards of increasing value, have been used with 
success in a number of classes. The material rewards define 
and reinforce for the child the kind of behavior the teacher 
is seeking. After these goals arc established, social and 
intrinsic consequences should become rewarding in them­
selves. 
Experimental Applications of the Curriculum 

Hawaiian Samples. The curriculum has been used suc­
cessfully with young children in Hawaii who are almost 
entirely monolingual speakers of the non-stundard dialect 
of English known us pidgin. It has been used in Head Sturt 
classes both by regul11r classroom teachers (Adkins, et al., 
1968) and by highly skilled language teachers from the 
Center staff (Adkins & Herman, 1970). In 1967-68 the 
language project included 16 Head Start classrooms on 
Oahu. Eight experimental classrooms used the curriculum 
while eight others, following a v11ricty of other nursery 
school programs, served as comparison groups. All children 
were evaluated early in the school year and again in May, 
1968. The following battery was used lo assess language 
facility: Illinois Test of Psycholinguistic Abilities (ITPA); 
Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (PPVT); and School 
Readiness Tasks (SRT). 

The JTPA purports lo measure the ability to use 
language, the ability to understand language, and the ability 
lo ussociale or relutc linb'11istic symbols. Subtcsts give 
separate measures of comprehension of both visual and 
auditory stimuli, of expression or verbal production, and of 
the ability lo produce aulomutic linguistic sequences of 
frequently used syntactic structures. 

The PPVT is a measure of receptive vocabulary in which 

the child can indicule by gesture the picture associated with 
the stimulus word. This gives an indication of his ability lo 
make the proper association between auditory symbols and 
pictures of fumiliur objects or situations apart from his 
ability lo vocalize. 

Relevant portions of the SRT were sclcctctl, and scoring 
procedures were adapted to provide a tentative measure of 
achievement. 

Analysis of covariance was applied to the ITP1t total 
language age scores on individual subtests, in order to 
examine the relative position of each class in relation Lo the 
kind of curriculum that had been presented. No significant 
differences where found for Lolal scores; however, F ratios 
were significant al the .01 level for four subtesls. While the 
higher scoring classes were predominantly from the experi· 
mental group, the comparison classes in which language had 
been emphasized also tended lo score high.The Auditory· 
Vocal Association subtest, which tests the child's ability to 
comprehend verbal analogies and produce the appropriate 
missing words, showed a significant difference al the .01 
level when all language classes were compared with all 
comparison classes. This subtest is a measure of comprehen­
sion of both lexical and syntactic structures as wt•ll as a 
controlled vocabulary lest, and it should be closely n•latcd 
lo academic success. 

No significant differences were founJ on the PPVT. 
Sinct: a number of the comparison teachers were also 
concerned about language development and their efforts 
were largely in the areu of vocabulary extension, these 
results are understandable. Doth experimental and compari­
son groups made substantial gains on this instrument from 
pre· lo post-testing. 

In an analysis of covariance, the adjusted mean scor1: on 
the SRT for the expcrimenlal group was significantly higlwr 
than the adjusted mean of the comparison group al beyond 
the .01 level. 

The Vocal Encoding Subted of the ITPA, which the 
examiners had recorded verbatim, offered samples of the 
verbalizations of each child in a slan<lurdized situation. 
Since these data more nearly reflected the observed effect 
of the curriculum on children's verbal behavior than did the 
other test data, several measures were developed. The 
number of words produced by each child was tubulutcd. On 
the post-test the children in the experimental language 
classes produced u mean of 42.6 words, while those from 
the comparison classes produced a mean of 25.7 words. 
Accordingly, u correlated 1.·lesl evaluating net change 
between prc·tcsl and posl·lesl word counts for the experi· 
mental and control groups was applied. The difference in 



the net change between the two hrroups clearly was 
statistically significant in favor of the experimental group 
(p<.Ol). 

The children in the experimental classes used sentences 
or longer plir.1scs in responding Lo the objects presented in 
the Vocal Encoding Subtest. Since pattern practice of 
complete sentences wus emphasized and children were 
encouraged lo respond by using more elaborate phrases in 
the language program, the mean word length of the 
utlerances each child gave in rt.'Sponsc lo this subtest was 
computed. No t.liCfcrcncc was apparent between the two 
1,rroups on the prc·tcsl. The typical response in both groups 
was a one· or two-word ull1!rancc consisting of an article 
plus a noun. The same type of analysis Lo evaluate net 
change was applied lo this measure as lo Lotul number of 
words, and again the net change wai; statistically significant 
in favor of thr experimental 1,rroup (p<.OO l ). 

The following year, 1968-69, the curriculum was taught 
by special, supplementary luni,ruugc teachers who were purl 
of the Center's stuff (Adkins & Herman, 1970). Question 
arose as lo whether or not the daily attention of an 
additional adult lo small groups of children and use of a 
vuriahlc reward schedule could have been rcsponsibl1· for 
changes observed in the language classes. As a control, the 
comparison classes wer1· provided with a supplementary 
teacher who followed the same schedule and ri·inforccment 
procedures but taught malt'rial regularly included in a 
trJditionul nursery school program. 

Evaluation instruments included tlu- Stanford-Binet, 
Preschool Inventory, and four subtcsts of the Illinois Test 
of Psycholinguutic Abilities. On these cognitive measures, 
children exposed lo the language curriculum earned sii,rnifi· 
cantly higher posl·lcst scorl's than children in the compar· 
ison cluss1•s (Adkins & Herman, L 970). In 1~uch of these 
proj1•cls a parallel parent-education component was t.l1·vcl · 
oped Lo inform the parent about the curriculum. This phus1• 
of the program helped her sec herself in the role of teacher 
and provided her with techniques und materials lo ust• with 
her child that would strengthen the language concepts the 
teacher was presenting in class. Games and activities were 
circulated al a time when they would provide eHcctivc 
review for the child. 

Field Test Among Different Dialect Groups. The curric­
ulum has also liccn ficld·lt!sted with seven different groups 
with non·standard dialects. lfoad Start teachers, with 
varying backgrounds and working under reduced supcrvi· 
sion as compared with the Oahu teachers of the previous 
years' projects, used it in classes of Mexican·Americnn, 
Hawaiian, Appalachian, northern urban, Indian, southern 

Strengthening Activity: Mothers help in making book­
leb to illustrate size 

Children prepare Jello to review concepts of color, 
measurement, and the senses. 



Negro, and PucrLo Rican children. OhservaLions made by 
Lhe Leaehers of Lhcse classes indicaLc qualitaLivc gains, and 
preliminary analysis of LesL scores shows Lhe resulls Lo be 
comparable Lo Lhose in the previously reporLed studies. 

Impressionistic Criteria from Guam. Language for Pre­
school was also in lroduced inLo the Head SLurL classes on 
Guam and some of the islands of the Trust Territory. The 
Director of Head Slarl on Guam collected exLensive 
evaluative opinions about the progrclm from Head Start 
parents and all stuff members of the ::18 classes, using 
detailed 11u1.'Stio111111ires. Seventy-seven per cent of Lhc 
teachers and other workers in the pro1,,rram reported that 
children had improved "much more" in their ability lo talk 
more, ask more 11ueslions, and tell about things (Machado, 
1970). Analysis of responses made hy the parents support 
this evaluation. Over 80 per cent of the parents reported 
unusual pro1,,rress made hy their children in the use of both 
English am) Chamorro us the result of the language 
curriculum. The language pro1,,rram was evaluated by the 
Director as "an unqualified success." 
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