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This paper includes a description 
of the adult learning procedure 
used at the Center on Everyday 
Child Language Learning to 
promote practitioners’ abilities 
to support parents’ use of 
everyday child language learning 
practices. The approach, called 
Participatory Adult Learning 
Strategy (PALS), includes 
four phases: introduction, 
application, informed 
understanding, and repeated 
learning opportunities to 
further develop understanding 
and use of everyday language 
learning practices. Key features 
of the adult learning process 
include learners’ active 
participation in their learning 
a new or innovative practice 
and the use of checklists that 
describe practice standards 
for implementing the Center’s 
everyday language learning 
practices. 

Introduction

	 This paper includes a description of the approach to professional 
development used at the Center on Everyday Child Language Learn-
ing to enhance early childhood intervention practitioners’ abilities to 
promote parents’ adoption and use of interest-based everyday child 
language learning practices. The approach, called Participatory 
Adult Learning Strategy (PALS; Dunst & Trivette, 2009), is used by 
Center staff to promote practitioners’ active participation in learn-
ing experiences that enhance their knowledge, skills, understanding, 
adoption, and use of Center practices. Caregiver-mediated everyday 
language learning practices checklists are used as standards against 
which practitioners assess and improve their own practices in an 
ongoing manner (Dunst, Trivette, Raab, & Masiello, 2008a, 2008b). 
Practitioners in turn use PALS to promote parents’ adoption and use 
of Center practices. 

The adult learning process is how Center staff provide guidance 
and support to early childhood intervention practitioners, and how 
practitioners in turn interact with parents, to promote parents’ adop-
tion and use of interest-based everyday language learning activities. 
Stated differently, the adult learning process is how one promotes 
the adoption and use of what are desired or targeted intervention 
practices. The process is shown graphically in Figure 1. The main 
focus is the use of the adult learning process as a means to influence 
practitioners’ abilities to support parents’ use of Center practices. 

The Center model for everyday child language learning is shown 
in Figure 2. The model includes four components: (1) Child interests 
used as the foundation for involving children in everyday language 
learning opportunities, (2) Everyday activities used as the contexts 
for interest-based language learning, (3) Increased child participa-
tion in everyday language learning opportunities, both within and 
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Figure 1. Model for depicting the capacity-building approach for supporting practitioners’ acquisition of the 
knowledge and skills for promoting parents’ adoption and use of interest-based everyday language learning activities. 
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	 Figure 2. Four major components of the Everyday 
Child Language Learning intervention model for facili-
tating early communication and language skill acquisi-
tion. 
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across activities, and (4) Caregiver responsive teaching for 
supporting and encouraging child language learning in the 
context of everyday activities. The reader is referred to Dunst 
et al. (2008a, 2008b) for a more detailed description of the 
model and the four complementary practices. 

Foundations of the
Participatory Adult Learning Strategy

	
	 The adult learning process that constitutes the Center’s 
professional development approach to implementation is 
based on both theory and research about the conditions best 
suited for promoting human learning (Fixsen, Naoom, Bla-
se, Friedman, & Wallace, 2005; Trivette, Dunst, Hamby, & 
O'Herin, 2009a). Adult learning theory (Knowles, Holton, & 
Swanson, 1998; Merriam, 2001) as well as findings from re-
search syntheses and meta-analyses of adult learning methods 
and strategies (Trivette et al., 2009a; Trivette, Dunst, Hamby, 
& O'Herin, 2009b) constitute the foundation for PALS. 

Adult Learning Theory
	 Adult learning theory is specifically concerned with the 
ways in which adults engage in self-directed learning and are 
encouraged to take personal responsibility for knowledge ac-
quisition and use. The theory postulates that adults best learn 
experientially, relate new learning to existing knowledge, and 
see the benefits and value of the new knowledge for their 
everyday practice. The principles of adult learning theory in-
clude: (1) adults’ active involvement in the learning process, 
(2) real-life experiences used as the basis for learning, (3) 
learning that has immediate relevance to the learners’ jobs 
or personal lives, and (4) learning that is practice-centered 
rather than content-centered. 

Research Foundations
	 The focus of a recently completed meta-analysis of adult 
learning methods (Trivette et al., 2009a, 2009b) was the char-
acteristics of adult learning strategies associated with positive 
learner outcomes. Seventy-nine studies of four adult learning 

methods were included in the synthesis: Accelerated learning 
(Meier, 2000), coaching (Hargreaves & Dawe, 1990), guid-
ed design (Wales & Stager, 1982), and just-in-time training 
(Brandenburg & Ellinger, 2003).
	 The studies were coded in terms of the presence of each 
of six characteristics of adult learning based on the findings of 
the National Research Council’s synthesis of research on hu-
man learning (Bransford et al., 2000; Donovan, Bransford, & 
Pellegrino, 1999). The adult learning method characteristics 
were: (1) Introducing new material, knowledge, or practices 
to the learner; (2) Demonstrating or illustrating the use of 
the material, knowledge, or practice; (3) Engaging the learner 
in the implementation or use of the material, knowledge, or 
practice; (4) Having the learner evaluate the outcomes of the 
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application; (5) Having the learner reflect on the learning ex-
perience; and (6) Engaging the learner in self-assessment of 
the acquisition of knowledge and skills as the basis for iden-
tifying new learning experiences. 
	 The synthesis findings indicated that all six adult learn-
ing characteristics were associated with positive learner out-
comes, and the more actively the learners were involved in 
their learning, implementation, and self-assessment, the more 
positive were the outcomes. Also, when the different adult 
learning method characteristics were used simultaneously in 
any one study, the adult learning methods were found to be 
more effective. 
 
Effectiveness of PALS
	 Versions of the PALS process have been used to promote 
practitioners’ abilities to use family-systems intervention 
practices (Dunst, Trivette, & Deal, 1988), capacity-building 
helpgiving practices (Trivette & Dunst, 2007), early child-
hood intervention practices (Raab, Dunst, Wilson, & Parkey, 
2009), natural learning environment practices (Dunst et al., 
2001), and preschool classroom practices (Wilson & Raab, 
1997). The research foundations for the approach include, 
in addition to the sources on adult learning just described, 
studies of two outreach training projects that provided evi-
dence of the benefits of participatory staff development. One 
project promoted adoption and use of a family systems ap-
proach to early childhood intervention (Dunst, Trivette, & 
Deal, in press), and the other promoted adoption and use of 
evidence-based early childhood classroom practices (Dunst 

& Raab, 2010; Raab & Dunst, 1997). In both studies, early 
childhood programs were provided either intensive, repeated 
on-site training that emphasized practitioners’ active involve-
ment in implementing targeted practices, or less frequent 
and less intensive training (Dunst & Raab, 1999; Trivette & 
Dunst, 2000). Practitioners in the intensive, on-site training 
programs outperformed their counterparts on almost every 
outcome measure, including parents’ judgments of observed 
changes in the practitioners’ intervention practices. 

Relationship Between PALS
and Everyday Child Learning

The relationship between PALS and the practices consti-
tuting the focus of the Center’s everyday language learning 
interventions are best understood as follows: PALS is how 
practitioners and parents learn, adopt, and use practices to 
promote young children’s everyday language learning. The 
PALS model (Dunst & Trivette, 2009) is shown in Figure 
3. A key feature of the model is active learner involvement 
in each of four phases: introduction, application, informed 
understanding, and repeated learning opportunities. Appen-
dix A includes the six key elements of PALS that are used as 
standards for assessing adoption and use of the adult learning 
procedure. The checklist is used by a learner in collaboration 
with a coach or trainer to self-assess his or her experiences 
and to determine “next steps” in the learning process. 

Figure 4 shows a matrix of the four PALS phases and 
the Center intervention model components. The matrix is a 

	 Figure 3. Major components of PALS (Participatory Adult Learning Strategy) for active learner involvement in a 
learning opportunity.
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way of emphasizing how PALS is used repeatedly to pro-
mote learner understanding and use of practices related to 
each model component. For each Center model component 
(child interests, language-rich everyday activities, increased 
language learning opportunities, responsive teaching), the 
key characteristics of the everyday language intervention 
practices are described on performance checklists. The 
checklist indicators are used as standards against which 
practitioners implement practices and examine their efforts 
to help parents promote their children’s everyday language 
learning (Dunst et al., 2008a, 2008b). Appendix B includes 
the Everyday Learning Activity Checklist to provide the 
reader an example of a performance checklist. Center staff 
use the PALS process to involve early intervention practitio-
ners, and practitioners in turn use PALS to involve parents, 
in opportunities and experiences that promote understanding 
and use of Center practices for each model component. The 
reader is referred to Dunst et al. (2008a) for the checklists 
for the other components of the everyday language learning 
practices.

Description of the PALS Process

Introduction 
	 The first phase of PALS includes introducing informa-
tion about a practice and illustrating how the practice is used 
or implemented. Introducing a practice is done by describing 
the key characteristics of the practice and providing addition-
al information (e.g., about the foundations of and rationale 
for the practice) to increase a learner’s knowledge and under-
standing. Illustrating a practice is accomplished by providing 
specific examples of the practice, showing a video of how the 
practice is implemented, demonstrating the use of the prac-
tice for the learner, and so forth.

Application 
	 The second phase of PALS actively engages the learner 
in practicing and evaluating his or her use of the practice. 

Figure 4. Matrix illustrating the use of the PALS process for each CECLL model component.

Practice involves the learner’s participation in activities that 
facilitate his or her use of the practice together with guidance 
and feedback. These kinds of opportunities include role-play-
ing, having the learner demonstrate a new skill or practice 
using the practice standards (described in checklists), and 
providing support and feedback on the learner’s use of the 
practice. Evaluation involves using the practice standards 
to examine jointly with the learner the manner in which the 
learner’s implementation was consistent or inconsistent with 
the practice standards and why. The outcomes of implement-
ing the practice (i.e., what happened) and the specific learner 
behaviors that “worked” also are examined.

Informed Understanding 
	 This phase of PALS involves the learner’s reflection on 
his or her overall learning experiences and self-assessment 
of his or her mastery of knowledge and skills related to the 
practice. The learner uses the practice standards as the basis 
for reflection on the extent to which he or she understands 
and has mastered the use of the practice. Strategies such as 
journaling and group discussions also can facilitate the learn-
ers’ self-assessment. Guidance and feedback in the form of 
behavioral suggestions are used to assist the learner in identi-
fying the kinds of changes that he or she could make in order 
to implement the practice.

Repeated Learning Opportunities
	 The Repeated Learning Opportunities phase of PALS in-
volves guidance and joint planning with the learner to identify 
the next steps in the learning process. Learners are engaged 
in using their self-assessment as the basis for identifying the 
kinds of information and experiences needed in order to bet-
ter understand and use the practice in a manner consistent 
with the practice standards. New information and experi-
ences build on the learner’s understanding or skills related 
to the same practice or help the learner relate knowledge and 
skills about a practice to the characteristics of another Cen-
ter practice. The PALS process is repeated over time with as 
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many learning opportunities and as many times as necessary 
to develop the learner’s knowledge and skills. 

Illustrative Example

	 The following example illustrates the use of PALS by 
Center staff with practitioners learning to use the Language-
Rich Everyday Activities component of the CECLL interven-
tion model. The practices in this component of the model 
include the identification and selection of family and com-
munity activities that provide a child interest-based everyday 
language learning opportunities. The Everyday Learning Ac-
tivity Checklist (Appendix B), which includes indicators for 
ensuring that the activities selected are ones most appropriate 
for child language learning, is used throughout the PALS pro-
cess.
	 Introduction. Practitioners are provided information 
about the benefits of everyday child language learning, and 
the range of everyday activities that make up children’s fam-
ily and community lives. The Everyday Learning Activity 
Checklist is used to introduce the key characteristics of prac-
tices for identifying and selecting everyday activities best 
suited for children’s language learning (e.g., interest-based, 
frequently-occurring, rich in language learning opportuni-
ties). Practitioners also are provided information on the ratio-
nale for each of these practices. 
	 The types and variety of children’s everyday activities 
are illustrated by verbal, video, or in vivo examples. Practitio-
ners are provided multiple examples of the different kinds of 
everyday activities that occur in children’s lives. They view 
video tapes of children participating in different family and 
community activities, and the language learning opportuni-
ties that occur in those activities. Center staff also demon-
strate how practitioners can introduce and illustrate to parents 
ways to select interest-based everyday activities as contexts 
for their children’s language learning. 
	 Application. Center staff actively engage practitioners in 
experiences that provide them opportunities to practice both 
selecting interest-based everyday language learning activities 
themselves and helping parents identify and select learning 
activities. For example, practitioners have opportunities to 
view video segments showing children in a variety of activi-
ties, and then identify the different language learning oppor-
tunities in those activities and choose the activities that are 
richest in language learning opportunities. They use a case 
example of a child to learn about the child’s interests and 
everyday activities, and use that information to identify and 
select activities that are interest-based for the child. Practitio-
ners also are engaged in role-plays where they use the Every-
day Learning Activity Checklist as a guide to practice assist-
ing “parents” to identify and select everyday child learning 
activities. Practitioners then use the practices in their interac-
tions with parents to help them identify the everyday activi-
ties that will be used as contexts for their children’s language 
learning.  
	 Practitioners also examine their practices using the Ev-
eryday Learning Activity Checklist to evaluate how they help 

parents identify and select everyday activities that provide 
their children interest-based language learning opportuni-
ties. Center staff engage practitioners in examining each of 
the checklist indicators to determine the extent to which they 
were able to promote parents’ understanding and use of the 
different practices, whether their practice was consistent or 
inconsistent with the indicators, and what they might do dif-
ferently. 
	 Informed understanding. Center staff engage practitio-
ners in self-assessment of the extent to which they are able 
to promote parents’ understanding of everyday learning ac-
tivities and parents’ abilities to select interest-based activities 
as contexts for child learning. Practitioners reflect on their 
abilities to help parents recognize the everyday activities that 
make up their family and community lives and the kinds of 
interest-based language learning opportunities the activities 
provide. They also reflect on the extent to which they are able 
to promote parents’ use of child interests as the basis for se-
lecting activities rich in interest-based language learning op-
portunities.
	 Repeated Learning Opportunities. Center staff and a 
practitioner jointly use the practitioner’s self-assessment to 
identify additional learning opportunities that build upon 
the practitioners’ abilities to help parents identify and select 
interest-based child learning activities. New opportunities 
might involve obtaining additional information or experi-
ences that promote the practitioner’s abilities to help parents 
expand their understanding and use of everyday activities as 
contexts for child learning or help parents decide whether to 
continue, discontinue, or modify the selected activities, or se-
lect new ones. Opportunities for learning about other compo-
nents of the Center model might be identified. In this manner, 
the PALS process occurs repeatedly within and across the dif-
ferent Center model components. 

Summary

The adult learning process described in this paper is used 
by Center on Everyday Child Language Learning staff to 
promote practitioners’ understanding of caregiver-mediated 
language learning and their ability to work with parents to 
promote child language learning. Several features of the Cen-
ter’s adult learning process warrant special emphasis: 

Practitioners and parents are 1.	 actively engaged in all 
phases of the PALS process as the primary means for 
learning to use the intervention practices. 
All phases of the PALS process are implemented with 2.	
reference to the everyday language intervention practice 
standards (Dunst et al., 2008a, 2008b). Throughout the 
process, learners use the practice standards to imple-
ment, reflect on, and modify or change their practices to 
make them more consistent with the standards. 
The 3.	 Center’s adult learning process is a nonlinear and 
highly individualized process. There is an ongoing effort 
to guide learning and promote deeper understanding based 
on observations of learner abilities and on learners’ self-
assessment of their knowledge and use of the practices. 
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Center staff use PALS to introduce the Center’s everyday 
language learning practices to practitioners, illustrate how 
the practices are used, engage practitioners in implement-
ing the practices and self-assessing their use against practice 
standards, and plan new learning opportunities jointly with 
practitioners. In the same manner, practitioners use PALS and 
the Center language learning practice standards with parents. 
The outcome is continued improvement in both practitioner 
and parent understanding and use of Center practices. 
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Appendix A
Participatory Adult Learning Strategy (PALS) Checklist

This checklist includes a process that early intervention practitioners use to promote parents’ use of 
interest-based everyday child language learning activities. It helps you be sure you are using all the 
steps of an adult learning process that has been found effective in helping parents and other caregivers 
feel confident in using interest-based everyday learning practices.

Were you able to do each of the following during your time together with the parent 
or other caregiver? Yes No

1. Introduce information about the model component or practice and its important 
features.

2. Provide examples, demonstrate, or otherwise illustrate for the parent what the 
practice looks like.

3. Involve the parent in actively trying out and doing the practice.

4. Assist the parent in examining what was done, what happened, and what worked 
when the practice was implemented.

5. Determine what the parent understood and the extent to which the parent was 
able to use the practice. 

6. Determine what additional opportunities will be provided to build upon the 
parents’ understanding and use of the practices. 
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Appendix B
Everyday Learning Activity Checklist

This checklist includes questions you can use to help a parent identify and select everyday family 
and community learning activities that would provide a child interest-based language learning 
opportunities. The checklist includes indicators for ensuring the most appropriate everyday activities 
are selected as sources of language learning opportunities. Following your interactions with a parent, 
complete the checklist by indicating if you did (Yes) or did not (No) have the opportunity to help the 
parent use the practices. 

Did you help the parent… Yes No

1. Identify the family and community activities that are the child’s everyday life 
experiences?

2. Identify those family activities that do or could provide the child interest-based 
language learning opportunities?

3. Identify those community activities that do or could provide the child interest-
based language learning opportunities? 

4. Select interest-based family and community activities that provide many different 
kinds of interest-based language learning opportunities?

5. Select interest-based family and community language learning activities that do 
or could happen often? 

6. Select interest-based family and community learning activities where each 
activity provides lots of different language learning opportunities?

7. Select interest-based family and community learning activities that are especially 
likely to help the child practice emerging language abilities and develop new 
ones?

8. Select interest-based family and community activities that allow the child to try 
to use language in different ways?


