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Working on Language & Literacy in The 
New Pre-school Curr·iculum 

Linda Gan 

Introduction 

The learning of English and the development 
of emergent literacy skills feature prominently 
in the new curriculum, which had to take into 

account the needs of t~e pre-school children 
from the non-profit fnaking centres who 

would be using it. The majority of these 

children are from lower socio-economic non
English-speaking homes, who research has 
revealed, are generally restricted in their 
ability to use English effectively for social 

communication and for higher order thinking 

(Gan, 1990). 

Further research has also indicated such 
children's exposure to emergent literacy 
skills at home has been limited (Cheah 

and Gan, 1998, Sharpe 1997) and the 
opportunities have been lacking for them to 
'play' with language through the medium of 
traditional rhymes, songs and games. This 
has resulted in a general weakness in 
phonological skills, considered crucial to 

the successful development of reading and 

spelling (Gan and Yang, 2000). 

The Language and 
Literacy Programme 

of phonemic and phonological skills, 
considered as a necessary precursor to 
developing decoding strategies for reading 
and spelling at K2. 

Two principles underlie these objectives: 

firstly, that English will · be most effectively 
and competently acquired in a community

styled climate of cooperation, with children 
being afforded increased opportunities to 

informally interact with one another and 
teachers. Secondly, that children will be 
more motivated to use English in an 
environment which is rich in oral and 

expressiv~ activities, supplemented by a 
wide . variety of 'hands-on' materials to 
encourage them to actively participate in 

their learning. 

Creating A Literate Environment 

Children's literature plays a major role in 
creating a literate environment at K1 and 
K2 and also provides a springboard for 

developing language skills and forging 
'cross-curricular' links. The rich variety of 

The language and literacy 

component of the new 
curriculum focuses primarily 

o_n fostering verbal fluency 
skills in order to facilitate 
children's efforts to express 
their thoughts and ideas in 

English, and to socialize with 
peers and adults in a variety 
of social contexts. In addition, 
greater prominence is 
afforded to the development 

"Fixing The Child With A Glittering Eye ... " A Selection Of Books 
Used In The Programme 
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texts, ranging from local, traditional and 

classic stories to modern interactive and 

cumulative texts serve as appropriate 
models for language learning and exciting 
'triggers' to motivate children to learn to 
read and write. Rhyming stories, as well as 

old and new rhymes and songs are used to 
'sensitize' children to words that 'rhyme' 

and to sharpen their awareness of aural 

similarities and relationships in words. 

Provision of a wide variety of resources to 
help teacher·s translate the language 

activities into practice is recognized as 
crucial to the successful implementation of 

the overall curriculum. Templates for many 
of the language activities are provided for 

teachers and children to produce their own 
aids - the 'jigsaws' and 'flip' books for the 

introduction and practice of phonic skills, . 
for example. High visual support in the form 
of commercial picture and rebus rhyme 
charts are also used to supplement oral A New Member of The Class a.eing Comforted! 

and aural skills focused lessons, with 
higher and lower order questions guides 
being provided to guide teachers in 

questioning children about visual stimuli 

and stories. An exciting store of concrete 
materials are provided for communicative 

language games and dramatic and . 
functional role play. 

An extensive array of puppets and soft 
toys are being deployed to initiate and 

control class discussions and 'entice' 
children to speak English. Puppets are also 

being used to demonstrate skills, like the 
'Writing Worm', who, together with specially 
prepared instructional charts, 'guides' 

children in writing the letters of the 
alphabet. Teachers are encouraged to 

'invite' some of the more appealing puppets 

and writing material especially those from 

Class Dictated Stories, and to house 

vocabulary related to the enlarged reading 
texts used in the Shared Book Approach. 

These books, plus their supplementary 
individual texts are permanent additions to 

the expanded book collection in every 
classroom: 

Recognising that paper and pencil activities 

curtail verbal interaction, worksheets are 

kept to a minimum and used mainly for 

practising handwriting and phonic skills .. 
More authentic, open-ended activities 
have been devised in the majority of 

language lessons, to enable children to 
explore and generate a variety of ideas. 

to join the class so that the children can The shift to a more child-centred physical 
'teach' them how to improve their English - layout in all classrooms with the introduction 

and their behaviour! of Learning Centres has provided increased 

Class and individual word banks are 
extensively used to motivate and assist 
children in building up their own reading 
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opportunities for the majority of teachers to 
facilitate children's working on such activities, 
and to engage in one to one conversations 
with them. 
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Children In Their 
Talking Ring Playing 
"I went to market 
and I bought a .... " 

Language Objectives - the K1 
Programme 

The K1 programme sets out to provide a 

solid oral foundation for reading and writing 

skills to flourish at K2. A social framework 

for developing language use enables 

children to develop their interactional 

competence in English during formal and 

informal exchanges. The emphasis is on 

'talk' - children's talk! During the three, 

forty minute periods, designated for 

language and literacy every 

week, children are given the 

opportu'}ity to verbalise their 

thoughts in 'productive' 

interactions with teachers 

and peers in both small and 

large group settings. For 

example, in the more formal 
context of the daily 'Talking 
Ring' (the equivalent of 
Sharing Time) children can 

be found: 

• posing questions to one 

another about the date, 

and weather and other 

• 
W~atJ 
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• taking it in turns to direct communicative 

'round robin' language games 

• listening to and reciting/singing songs, 

rhymes and poems, individually or in pairs 

• answering questions, discussing , 

evaluating and dramatising stories 

And in more informal situations:-

• engaging in conversations during 

collaborative activities which require a 

group product 

day is ' 

(is 

topical subjects Day Captain Asking 'What day is it today?" 
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... . and just conversing with friends! 

• role-playing in functional everyday 

contexts - like taking orders in a 

restaurant or explaining a holiday 

schedule in a travel agent! 

• sharing resources in the various 
Learning Corners, where familiar 

activities can be revisited or further 

'explorations' can be made. 

A structured developmental approach 

is adopted in phonics, with the main 

aim of helping K1 children make the 

link between sounds and their visual 

representations. 

Hands-on activities and manipulative 

aids are used to refine children's 

general listening skills so they can 

distinguish specific features in words 

and talk about words with the 'same' 

or 'different' sounds at the beginning 

and end of words. 

Traditional and modern updated 

rhymes and songs are used on a 

daily basis to build a strong, secure 
knowledge of alliteration and rhyme, 

and to help children hear the rhythmic 

boundaries within words that delineate 

syllables. 

Children are exposed to a highly 

order to develop their 

handwriting skills and 

their awareness of letter 

shapes. Letters shapes 

are reinforced through 

'Tickle Me' tactile activity 

sheets, which immerse 

children in plenty of 

'messy' moments as they 

attempt to use a variety of 

materials to 'shape' letters 

with pasta, glitter and 

string! These letters are 

not introduced in 

alphabetical order but 

sequenced according to 

their 'ease' of writing and further reinforced 

by 'Lovely Letter' activity sheets. 

Also supportive of handwriting development 

are the creatively contrived 'body shaping' 

activities, and the use of supportive fine 

motor skills resources like jigsaw puzzles, 

finger rhymes, clay and dough play. 

tactile and kinaesthetic approach in 'Pinholes ' Rhyme Chart 
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Tickle Me & Lovely Letters 'Hanging Around!' 

these and other reading-related 

activities, are recorded on a 

weekly basis, in children's 
individual 'word bank' books 

(arranged according to a novel 

Pictogram . alphabet). Children 

are encouraged to take these 

mini dictionaries home at the 

weekend to 'teach' new 

vocabulary to their parents! 

Children's ability to appreciate 

the phonological similarities in 

words is further extended in 

activities in the K2 programme 

with the express aim of helping children to 

The changing scenarios in the dramatic play · build, read and spell words using their 

corner engage children in spontaneous growing knowledge of analogy. These 

literacy-related activities, which move them phonic skills are introduced within the 

towards more writer-type behaviour. Print 

(as well as concrete play props) are in 

ready supply to stimulate children to read 

and 'play' write- for example, taking orders 

from customers, writing out bills, signing 

cheques etc. 

The K2 Programme 

Whilst retaining the emphasis on interactive, 

group-based ~ctivities . for speaking and 

listening skills to flourish, the development 
of emergent reading and writing skills are 

given greater prominence in the K2 

programme. A holistic approach is used to 

engage children in more problem-solving 

literacy experiences which introduce 

strategies for developing competency in 

decoding, comprehension, handwriting and 

expressive writing. 

Children's literature continues to provide 
the dominant framework for these' -skills to 

develop. The Shared Book and Language 
Experience approaches feature in at least 

one language lesson a week in order to 

motivate children to read, promote letter, word 

identification and comprehension skills, and 
to 'activate' children to write their own 
reading materials. Target vocabulary from 
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meaningful contexts provided by rhymes, 

stories, classroom experiences, and onset 

and rime activities. A wide selection of story 

books t?rgeting riming word families are 

used on a weekly basis and a variety of 

enlarged manipulative aids afford children 

the opportunity to physically blend and 

segment words into syllables, onset/rime 

and phonemes. Templates of these aids 

are provided for children to produce their 

own individual sets to take . home for use 

with their parents. Vocabulary generated 

from these activities are recorded in the 

children's word bank books for future 

spelling reference. Commercial aids, like 

plastic/magnetic letters and rhyming 

games are also available in the 'Lovely 

Language Centre' for children to 'play' at 

making words, or to complete additional 

word study activities. 

The Lovely Language Centre also serves 

as an arena for children to participate in a 

wide range of free and directed writing 
activities. Children's letter formation, using 

pencils and other writing tools, is further 

refined by the 'Writing Worm' puppet, who 

together with the instructional charts 
provided, models the correct sequence of 
strokes. 



"May I take your order madam?" 

Writing tasks offered to children include the • audiences for children to direct their 

provision of: writing to. For example: 

• first-hand experiences for class 

dictated stories, which involves talking 

about language and writing and the 

opportunity for teachers to model formal 

features of writing 

• many reasons for children to write. For 

example, to: 

- entertain 

- express feelings 

- inform 

request 

instruct 

which gives children, in finding 

appropriate forms for the above, 
practice in writing different 'texts'. For 

example: stories, cards, letters, lists, 
. invitations, recipes. 
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- ·to a puppet 

- to a family member (including pets!) 

- to parents/caregiver 

- to a friend 

- to older children 

Conclusion 

For optimal language development to occur, 

children need to interact purposefully with a 
specifically designed learner-sensitive 

environment, which readily recognizes their 

own contributions to learning. Those 

involved in developing the language 

programme are confident they have 
created such an environment. . They are 

also confident that they have been able to 
effectively 'mobilis~' a more balanced 

approach to literacy instruction, which 

blends problem-solving techniques with 
explicit direct instruction strategies, to help 
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Playing With A 'S-ound' Dial 

children to adjust to the more holistic 
approach recently introduced in primary 
schools. 

They are also confident that the programme 

will empower children, especially those from 
non-English speaking backgrounds, to 
acquire the confidence and linguistic 
flexibility to use English as an effective 
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means. of communication and as a tool for 

creative expression, which are fundamental 
to preparing them for life-long learning. 
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