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— ABSTRACT —
 

This study examined macrostructure characteristics of spoken narrative production from 
self-generated narratives of African American (AA) preschool children as analyzed by the 
Index of Narrative Complexity (INC; Peterson et al., 2008). Twenty-six children who were 
enrolled in two full-day Head Start classrooms in a single Head Start building participated 
in this study. Narratives samples from a prior study were used from an intervention study 
in which children created picture books and told them to a researcher.  The narratives of the 
children from the control group who did not receive the intervention were collected and an-
alyzed for narrative characteristics. Higher narrative element scores and increased density 
of narrative elements were noted as indicated by the Index of Narrative Complexity (INC; 
Peterson et al., 2008) as age groups increased. The results from the current study supports 
the notion that self-generated narratives may provide children with an opportunity to gen-
erate narrative elements independently. Self-generated narratives of AA children may sup-
ply a sound context for involving cultural as well as linguistic behaviors that provide less 
rigidity to storytelling. 
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INTRODUCTION
Research exploring self-generated narratives of 

preschool African American (AA) children is limit-
ed. Although there have been many studies provid-
ing information about typical narrative production 
in European American (EA) children, few studies 
provide information about AA preschoolers’ spoken 
narrative production (Curenton & Justice, 2004; 
Price, Roberts, & Jackson, 2006; Terry, Mills, Bing-
ham, Mansour & Marencin, 2013)story literary tech-
nique (SLT. In addition, spoken narratives abilities 
in preschool children have been found to predict lat-
er language and literacy success (Griffin, Hemphill, 
Camp, & Wolf, 2004). This is especially important 
to culturally and linguistically diverse populations 
such as AA preschoolers who have been considered 
“at risk” for academic challenges. Furthermore, it 
has been noted that AA narratives do not necessarily 
represent the narratives of the classroom and are of-
ten judged based on narratives produced by EA chil-
dren— whose narratives reflect those found in the 
classroom (Champion, Seymour, & Camarata, 1995; 
Michaels, 1981). Without a strong understanding of 
AA spoken narratives, prejudice within educational 
programming may occur when the favored discourse 
of the classroom has not been adopted.

  Therefore, more research is necessary to proper-
ly assess and identify typical versus disordered nar-
rative characteristics within the AA preschool pop-
ulation and to inform culturally and linguistically 
appropriate practices in the preschool setting. Fur-
thermore, understanding what is culturally and lin-
guistically appropriate for AA preschoolers may sup-
port teaching practices in academic settings where 
this population is considered to be “at-risk” (Hughes, 
McGillivray, & Schmidek, 1997; Mills, Watkins, & 
Washington, 2013). 

 One of the many ways to assess language is through 
obtaining a narrative sample. Spoken narrative as-
sessment is one tool recommended in the research 
literature to evaluate language skills of individuals 
from culturally and linguistically diverse popula-
tions such as AA children because of the reduction in 
test bias that exists when comparing them to stan-
dardized assessment measures (Schraeder, Quinn, 
Stockman, & Miller, 1999). Professionals such as 
speech-language pathologists (SLPs) use spoken nar-
ratives as assessment and intervention tools because 
of the developmental relationship between storytell-
ing and language skills (Hughes et al., 1997). 

Although both story retell and story generation 
tasks have been considered appropriate methods for 
eliciting spoken narratives, story retells in children 
are investigated more frequently (Merritt & Liles, 

1987; 1989). However, story generation may provide 
a better representation of the AA preschool children’s 
language abilities in a more relaxed, and limitless 
format within the child’s cultural realm of storytell-
ing (Champion, 1995; Merritt & Liles, 1987, 1989; 
Hughes et al., 1997).

The purpose of this current study is to examine 
narrative characteristics via story grammar features 
of AA preschoolers when assessing self-generated 
narratives. This information may assist with assess-
ment, intervention, and educational programming 
for children in the preschool setting. In addition, it 
may provide professionals such as speech-language 
pathologists with access to more information about 
cultural and linguistic variations found within the 
spoken narratives of AA preschoolers. 

Assessing Narrative Macrostructure and Story 
Grammar 

Professionals such as speech-language patholo-
gists, researchers, and education specialists assess 
narratives because they provide a plethora of infor-
mation regarding cognitive and language abilities. 
The information obtained from narrative assess-
ments can predict later language and literacy skills 
in young children (Bishop & Edmundson, 1987; Grif-
fin et al., 2004; Hughes et al., 1997). Included in the 
assessment of narratives is the analysis of macro-
structure. When professionals assess macrostructure 
of narratives, they often examine the child’s ability 
to remember and understand material presented in 
a chronological and cohesive order. Macrostructure 
analysis includes a method of evaluating the inclu-
sion of story grammar elements. Stein and Glenn 
(1979) identified story grammar elements that have 
been used by researchers to take a chronological ap-
proach to narrative analysis using story grammars 
in clinical practice (Schneider & Dubé, 2005; Soodla 
& Kikas, 2010). These elements include setting, ini-
tiating event or problem, internal response, internal 
plan, attempt, consequence, resolution or reaction, 
and ending (Hughes, et al, 1997). Schneider and 
Dubé (2005) discussed the two major components of 
a story grammar model which include structural pat-
tern and story grammar elements. These researchers 
defined a complete structural pattern as those con-
taining an initiating event, attempt, and an outcome.

One purpose for macrostructure analysis is to un-
derstand a child’s ability to comprehend, organize, 
and use language. Narrative macrostructure analy-
sis can be evaluated once elicited using visual and/or 
auditory stimuli such as pictures and verbal prompts 
and/or personal experiences (Hughes et al, 1997). 
Macrostructure analysis can also be used to deter-
mine which story grammar elements are present or 
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absent within a child’s fictional narrative production 
based on story structure level judgment.

 Clinical research evaluating EA preschoolers indi-
cates that prior to story structure level achievement, 
preschoolers are typically able to produce scripts 
from familiar activities. Next, they participate and 
eventually move to what is known as descriptive 
sequences. Descriptive sequences include describ-
ing what characters are doing or what they will do 
without an actual cause for the action. Specific gram-
mar elements used at the preschool age within the 
descriptive sequence level may include characters, 
settings, and customary actions without causal re-
lations. Following these initial abilities, young chil-
dren use the structure action sequence level which 
can be described as sequences that list actions in 
chronological order without causal order. Specific 
grammar elements used at the preschool age with-
in the action sequence level may include actions and 
attempts that occur chronologically but without a 
causal order. Finally, young children use the struc-
ture reactive sequence which are described as a list of 
linked actions that have no plan nor clear objectives. 
Specific grammar elements used at the preschool age 
within the reactive sequence may include actions and 
attempts which involuntarily cause other actions 
and attempts but lack planning or goals for actions 
and attempts (Hughes et al., 1997; Table 4.3 p. 121; 
McCabe and Rollins, 1994). It is not until around age 
eight years old when a complete episode for generat-
ed stories becomes evident. At this time goals for a 
complete episode, which includes an initiating event, 
an action, a direct consequence for an action, are ob-
vious and efforts to solve the problem are made clear 
(Hughes et al., 1997; p. 123).

With an understanding of narrative assessment 
and macrostructure development within the young 
EA population, professionals are able to compare 
and contrast differences that may or may not exist 
within the narrative development of minority groups 
such as AA children. The following paragraphs will 
attempt to provide information about what was pre-
viously reported and what is currently known about 
AA narrative development. 

African American Narratives
AA children are capable of proficient narrative pro-

duction as well as developing these abilities at a com-
parable rate to that of EA children (Burns, De Vil-
liers, & Peterson, 2012; Curenton & Justice, 2004). 
Additionally, AA culture impacts narrative develop-
ment in preschool children and includes communica-
tion forms that vary from EA narrative development 
(Champion et. al, 1999). 

Professionals must be aware of the impact of 
home language cultural differences between EA and 
AA narrative development to offer a better repre-
sentation of AA children within academic settings 
(Champion et. al, 1999; Stockman, 2010). However, 
few studies have investigated AA narrative abilities 
beyond comparing them to EA children’s narrative 
production. More research is needed to examine the 
narrative skills within the AA population to iden-
tify what can be seen as typical development. It is 
important to determine what can be typically noted 
within narratives and cultural practices in storytell-
ing of AA preschool children to combat the likelihood 
of cultural and linguistic mismatch. Cultural and 
linguistic mismatch may result in misidentification 
of children from this population. For example, in a 
study of AA children’s macrostructural narrative 
production, Champion (2001) concluded that AA 
children produce a repertoire of narrative skills that 
vary from those of EA children due to the incorpo-
rated West African forms of storytelling. These nar-
ratives include content that reflect social language 
behaviors found within the West African culture that 
may not be reflected within that of the EA dialect. 
This content includes performance, moral centered, 
and dispute narratives which support the fact that 
culture variations should be considered when assess-
ing AA narratives. 

Other studies of AA preschoolers examined the 
development of narrative macrostructure within the 
population (McGregor, 2000; Champion, 2003; Price 
et al., 2006). For example, in a study conducted by 
Price et al. (2006), the structural development of 65 
AA preschoolers at age four were assessed prior to 
kindergarten. These researchers found that four-
year-old narrative tasks included story grammar 
elements such as main characters, attempts, initiat-
ing events and endings. In addition, the researcher 
found that before kindergarten, the development of 
AA preschool narratives macrostructure skills was 
consistent with those of EA preschoolers. Addition-
ally, as AA children increased in age from four years 
old to kindergarten entry their narratives contained 
an increase in elements such as characters, initiating 
events, internal responses, attempts and endings. As 
AA children’s narrative skills develop from early to 
later preschool years, these children learn to produce 
a variety of narrative types and these narratives con-
tain elements that are comparable to that of EA pre-
schoolers (Price et al, 2006).

In short, research has shown that differences and 
similarities exist within the narratives of AA children 
that require more identification. Our study seeks to 
describe the variety of macrostructure of narrative 
production that can be found within AA preschool 
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children. We seek to offer a more comprehensive view 
of what these children bring to the academic setting 
that represents their cultural and linguistic abilities. 

Story Retells and Story Generation 
Both story generation and story retells have been 

considered effective methods for narrative elicitation 
because they provide a description of language use 
in connected discourse. However, when given the 
opportunity to create a story, a true representation 
of narrative skills, may allow researchers to assess 
more authentic story telling skills. Lever & Senechal 
(2011) noted that children learn how to construct a 
story early in their language development and may 
demonstrate the ability to construct stories that 
more accurately assesses language and narrative 
abilities than a story retell. Although story retells 
may be more easily evaluated, story retells may lim-
it the narrative assessment process to memorizing 
and restating story components without actually 
addressing the child’s ability to produce language 
to determine what interventions may be necessary 
(Griffin et al, 2004; Lever and Senechal, 2011). 

Self-generated narratives may allow children to ac-
cess specific cultural and linguistic storytelling meth-
ods that they may not be able to use when retelling 
stories that are pre-determined and reflective of EA 
cultural storytelling practices. This more open-ended 
story telling structure, may provide AA children the 
opportunity to produce narratives during narrative 
assessments that give more cultural and linguistic 
flexibility in storytelling modality.  

 In summary, few studies have examined the narra-
tive development of AA preschool children. A descrip-
tion of story components noted in the self-generated 
narratives from AA preschoolers may provide a more 
holistic view of narrative development. Examining 
AA preschool narratives will help to describe lan-
guage abilities, cultural and linguistic differences, 
and highlight what features are generally noted with-
in the macrostructural components of self-generated 
narratives. By making these observations, it may 
provide clinicians with an awareness of differences 
as well as similarities of self-generated narratives 
when narrative samples are collected and analyzed. 
An understanding of this population’s narrative abil-
ities may reduce the misidentification which may be 
found when there is a mismatch in what is expected 
within the academic setting. To this end, the current 
study sought to answer the following question:

What are the macrostructure narrative language 
characteristics present in self-generated narratives 
produced by typically developing African American 
preschool children, as analyzed by the INC (Peters-

en et al., 2008), during a storybook writing activity 
within the early preschool classroom setting?

METHODS  
Participants

Data were extracted from an original study which 
investigated a language-based approach to early 
writing (Hobek, 2014).  During this study, an exper-
imental group of children created their own picture 
books and narrated their self-generated stories to a 
researcher after the completion of their books over a 
five-month intervention period. For the purposes of 
the current study, the narratives of the control group 
of children from the original study, who did not re-
ceive the picture book writing intervention, were an-
alyzed for developmental narrative characteristics.  
This control group of children produced self-generat-
ed narratives through creating and retelling picture 
books (see below) for a pre- and post-elicitation only. 
This occurred once in both January and  in May.

The narratives of twenty-six African American 
(AA) children from the sample group, who had been 
enrolled in two full-day Head Start classrooms lo-
cated in a single Head Start, were analyzed for this 
study. This program was located in a mid-sized city 
in the Midwest. The participants were from low in-
come homes as determined by their qualified enroll-
ment in a federally funded Head Start program for 
children living in poverty. The sample consisted of 13 
boys and 13 girls ranging from 3 years, 3 months to 
five years, 1 month at the time of enrollment in the 
study. The participants were not receiving speech, 
language, or other educational services  documented 
by an Individual Education Plan (IEP).  All partici-
pants completed and passed Head Start mandated 
screenings, including speech, language, and hearing, 
as documented by the Head Start center.  

Procedures
Eliciting Narratives. Data were collected at two 

different times, January and April, self-generated 
narratives were collected from the sample of chil-
dren to compare to pre- and post-narratives from 
the experimental group. The following information 
indicates the procedures of narrative elicitation for 
this sample group during the original study. During 
these two data collection times, the children created 
picture books during structured writing times in the 
classroom.  Each session was approximately 30 min-
utes long, which was determined by the children’s 
decisions regarding how long they wanted to work 
to complete their books. The classroom teacher and 
a speech-language pathologist (SLP) provided indi-
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vidual support and developmentally appropriate in-
struction (Copple & Bredekamp, 2009) to guide the 
children to focus on the following areas: topic gen-
eration, drawing pictures, writing a message to go 
along with the pictures, and developing the spoken 
narrative of their stories.  

The teacher and SLP mediated both writing forms 
and developing stories through side-by-side interac-
tions with children. They began each session moving 
around the classroom, sitting at the table next to the 
children, and asking starter questions such as “What 
are you going to write about today?” and “What is 
your story going to be about?”.  Throughout the pro-
cess of creating the books, the teacher and SLP con-
tinued moving around the classroom and sitting next 
to the children with the additional prompts such as 
“Tell me about your story”, “what is going to happen 
next?”. After finishing their stories, the children were 
encouraged to share them with either the teacher or 
SLP. The books were collected after the story cre-
ation setting and children were then asked to come 
into a quiet room and tell the researcher their story.  

Data Collection
 The children were audio recorded when they told 

their story to the researcher. The researcher used 
the prompt: “Tell me your story” and used follow-up 
prompts to encourage the children to tell the story. 
As the children were telling their stories from the 
book, the researcher encouraged them to continue by 
providing responses such as “Uh-huh” or repeating 
what the children said. According to Peterson and 
McCabe (1983), such responses encourage children 
to continue their spoken narratives without giving 
them cues regarding expectations of the narrative 
structure. See figure 1 for a sample product collected 
after the intervention session.  

Figure 1. Sample of child’s writing and spoken 
narrative collected for data analysis. E= the ex-
aminer’s response and C= the child’s response. 

 

 

 

E This is {child26}.
E January 26th.
E {Child26} will you tell me about your story?
C I play.
E Ok turn<> the pages when you/’re ready.
C <I XXX and>
C And I share with friend/s.
C And I said, “Would you play with me please?”
E Ok.
C They said, “Sure”.
E They said sure?
C Well I play/ed with them.
E You play/ed with them?
C And they want to play with me.
E And they play/ed with you.
C The end.
E Wow that/’s a great story.
E Is there anything else you want to tell me about your story?

Data Analysis
The audio-recordings of the children’s stories were 

transcribed and scored for analysis of spoken nar-
rative macrostructure elements using the Index of 
Narrative Complexity (INC) (Petersen, et al., 2008). 
The INC (Peterson et al., 2008) was used to code 
data for the dependent variables. INC categories are 
weighted based on a narrative’s complexity as well 
as its cohesion. The weight of each element as well 
as its importance is based on academic EA narra-
tive styles (Peterson et al., 2008). The INC includes 
categories for measuring complexity such as charac-
ters, setting, initiating events, internal responses, 
plans, action/attempts, complications, consequences, 
narrator evaluations, formulaic markers, temporal 
markers, and causal adverbial clauses. Narrative 
elements such as character, initiating events, plan, 
and consequence have the highest possible weights 
ranging from 0 to 3 points. The remaining narrative 
elements setting, internal response, action/attempt, 
complication, narrative evaluation, and knowledge of 
dialogue have the highest weights ranging from 0 to 
2 points. The macrostructure of a narrative includes 
its overall organizational pattern and its structural 
characteristics (Hughes et al., 1997). This scoring 
system was chosen because it allows for identifying 
incremental changes in the complexity of narrative 
skills that were useful in determining progress in 
development over the short duration of this study. 
A composite score is calculated to reflect the overall 
complexity of the narrative. According to Petersen et 
al. (2008), the INC was found to be a tool that can 
be scored consistently, can be used across varying 
elicitation formats, and has high correlations with 
the Test of Narrative Language (Gillam & Pearson, 
2004) with good reliability. Although the preliminary 
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study was to assess the reliability and validity of this 
tool included children 6 to 9 years of age, the INC 
has been used with minimal modifications to demon-
strate progress in preschool children’s retelling skills 
as a result of spoken narrative intervention (Spencer 
& Slocum, 2010).  

Reliability
All transcription, coding, and scoring was conduct-

ed by the primary investigator and four research 
assistants. Two research assistants were trained 
to score the narratives with the Index of Narrative 
Complexity (INC). They were provided at least four 
hours of scoring practice narratives. The interrater 
reliability was 86% for the INC total score for 10% 
of the narrative transcripts. When disagreement oc-
curred, both coders reviewed the transcripts to deter-
mine an agreed-upon score.

RESULTS
 The data from the participants were organized 

into the following age groups for analysis and scor-
ing: 3:0 – 3:5 (n= 6), 3:6 – 3:11 (n=8), 4:0 – 4:5 (n=11), 
4:6 – 4:11(n=8), 5:0 – 5:5(n=5).   Table 1 displays the 
number of children and the percent of use for the INC 
narrative element within the age groups. Figure 2 
displays the total mean narrative element scores per 
age group. The mean composite score increased along 
with the age ranges. The largest increase occurred 
between the age groups 3:0 – 3:5 and 3:6 – 3:11. The 
following sections review the information obtained 
for each narrative element from the INC.

Character
The mean character element scores ranged from 

0.5 in 3:0-3:5 year olds to 2.0 in 5:0-5:5 year olds. 
Thirty-three percent of children age 3:0-3:5 and 
100% of children age 4:0 – 4:5 used at least one char-
acter element. In summary, there was generally an 
increase in the mean character element score and the 
percentage of children who used at least one charac-
ter element.   

Setting
The mean setting element scores ranged from of 

0.75 in 3:6-3:11 year olds to 0.4 in 5:0-5:5 year olds.    
The percentage of use varied across the age ranges 
from 62.50% in 3:6 - 3:11 year olds, 45.45% in 4:0 – 
4:5 year olds, 62.50% in 4:6 - -4:11 year olds and 40% 
in 5:0 – 5:5 year olds. In summary, setting was not 
used in 3:0 – 3:5 year olds and there was variation 
in the means and percentages for children using at 
least one setting element. 

Initiating Event 
 The mean initiating event element scores ranged 

from 0.625 in 3:5-3:11 year olds to 0.6 in 5:0-5:5 year 
olds. The percentage of use varied across the age 
ranges from 37.50% to 50.00 % of children using at 
least one initiating event element. In summary, initi-
ating events was not represented in 3:0-3:5 year olds. 
There was variation in the means and an increase in 
the percentages for children using at least one initi-
ating event element. 

Internal Response
The mean internal response element scores ranged 

from 0.33 in 3:0-3:5 year olds to 0.2 in 5:0-5:5 year 
olds. The percent of use varied across the age ranges 
with 16.67% to 20.00% of children using at least 1 
internal response element. In summary, internal re-
sponses was not represented in 4:6 – 4:11year olds. 
The means varied among the age groups and the per-
cent of use increased as the age groups increased. 

Plan
 The mean plan element scores ranged from 0.25 

in 3:6-3:11 year olds to 0.2 in 5:0-5:5 year olds. The 
percent of use scores ranged from 12.5% to 27.27% in 
3:6 – 3:11 year olds and 5:0 – 5:5 year olds who used 
at least 1 plan element. In summary, plan was not 
represented at the 3:0-3:5 age group and the percent 
of use increased as the age groups increased.

Action/Attempt
The mean action/attempt element scores ranged 

from 0.16 in 3:0 – 3:5 year olds to 0.67 in 5:0 – 5:5 
year olds. The percent of use varied across the age 
ranges, with 9% to 50.00% of children using at least 
1 action/attempt element. In summary, action/at-
tempts were represented within all age groups. The 
means and percent of use scores increased as the age 
groups increased.  

Complication
The mean complication element score was 0.09 in 

4:6 – 4:11 year olds and 0.2 in the 5:0-5:5 year olds. 
The percent of use score was 9.09% in 4:0 – 4:5 year 
olds and 20% in 5:0 – 5:5 year olds. In summary, com-
plication was not represented in all age groups. The 
mean scores and percent of use scores increased as 
the age groups increased. 

Consequence
The mean consequences element score was 0.25 in 

3:6 – 3:11 year olds and 4:6 – 4:11 year olds. The per-
cent of children who used at least 1 narrative element 
in 3:6-3:11year olds and 4:6-4:11 year olds was 25% 
and 12.50% respectively. In summary, consequences 
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was not represented in the all age groups. The mean 
and percent of use scores were the same in 3:6 – 3:11 
year olds and 4:6 – 4:11 year olds. 

Narrator Evaluation
The mean narrator evaluation element score was 

0.25 in 3:6 – 3:11 year olds and 4:6 – 4:11 year olds.  
The percent of use was the same in 3:6 – 3:11 year 
olds and 5:0 – 5:5 year olds with 12.50% of children 
using at least 1 narrator evaluation element. In sum-
mary, narrator evaluation was not represented in all 
age groups. The mean and percent of use scores were 
the same in 3:6 – 3:11 year olds and 4:6 – 4:11 year 
olds. 

Knowledge of Dialogue
The mean knowledge of dialogue score was 0.12 

in 3:6 – 3:11 year olds, 0.18 in 4:0 – 4:5 year olds, 
0.38 in 4.6 – 4:11 year olds and 0.17 in 5:0 – 5:5 year 
olds. The percent of use was 12.50% in 3;6 – 3:11 year 
olds, 18.18% in 4:0 – 4:5 year olds, 25.00% in 4:6 – 
4:11 year olds, and 20.00% in 5:0 – 5:5 year olds who 
used 1 knowledge of dialogue element. In summary, 

knowledge of dialogue was not represented in 3:0 – 
3:5 year olds. The percent of use varied across the 
age ranges, from 12.50% to 25.00% of children using 
at least 1 knowledge of dialogue element. The mean 
scores increased in all age groups, however, there 
was a decrease in 5:0 -5:5 year olds.  

Overall, 3:0 - 3:5 year old participants used at least 
one narrative element within their self-generated 
story within the categories of character, internal re-
sponse, and action/attempt. By age 5:5, each narra-
tive element had at least 12.50% usage and increased 
in density of characters, setting, initiating events, in-
ternal responses, plans, action/attempts, complica-
tions, consequences, and narrator evaluations. There 
were narrative elements that appeared to generally 
increase within the later age ranges such as charac-
ter, setting, action/attempts, and knowledge of dia-
logue. There were also narrative elements that did 
not appear to increase with age such as complication 
and narrator evaluation. Surprisingly, more narra-
tive element categories, percentage of usage, and in-
tricacy of narratives were found in4:0 – 4:5 and 4:6 
– 4:11 year olds than 5:0 – 5:5 year olds. 

Table 1. Number of children using the story grammar element at least once and percent of children who 
included INC story coding element in their narratives.

Age Group
3:0-3:5 3:6-3:11 4:0-4:5 4:6-4:11 5:0-5:5
n(6)   % n(8)   % n(11)  %          n(8)     % n(5)    %

Character 2 33 6         75 11  100     7 87.5 5 100
Setting 0 0 5 62.5 5 45.4 5 62.5 2 40
Initiating Event 0 0 3 37.5 4 36.3 4 50.0 2 40
Internal Response 1 16.6 2 25.0 1 9.0 0 0 1        20
Plan 0 0 2 25.0 3          27.2  1         12.5 1 20
Action/Attempt 1         16.6       4 50.0 5  45.4 4 50.0 3 60
Complication 0 0 0 0         1 9 0 0 1 20
Consequence 0 0 2 25 0           0 1 12.5 0 0
Narrator Evaluation 0 0 1 12.5 0 0 1 12.5 0 0
*KOD 0 0 1 12.5 2 9 2 25.0 1 20

KOD=knowledge of dialogue
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Figure 2. Mean INC narrative element score for each age group

DISCUSSION
  This study described macrostructure character-

istics of retells from self-generated picture books 
created by AA preschoolers between the ages of 
3:0 – 5:5 as evaluated by the INC (Peterson et al., 
2008). Our goal was to determine what macrostruc-
ture narrative language characteristics were present 
in self-generated narratives produced by typically 
developing AA preschool children. Our results were 
analyzed by the INC (Petersen et al., 2008), during a 
storybook writing activity within the early preschool 
classroom setting.

The current study found developmental progres-
sion in the mean number of narrative elements as 
well as the percentages of AA children using macro-
structure elements from the ages of 3:0 to 5:5 years 
old.  Changes in narrative development were marked 
by an increase in numbers of macrostructure ele-
ments used, as well as an increase in complexity of 
the macrostructure elements as our participants ma-
tured.

 Our results were supported by previous studies 
showing developmental progression in the macro-
structure complexity of preschoolers’ spoken narra-

tives (Curenton & Justice, 2004; Khan, Gugiu, Jus-
tice, & Bowles, 2016; Price et al., 2006). For example, 
a study conducted by Khan et al. (2016) examined 
age-related progressions on individual story-struc-
ture components in young children’s narratives. The 
researchers found a developmental trend when ana-
lyzing narrative episode-structure (e.g. setting, goal, 
conventional ending) in children (73% white) from 
ages 3 to 6 years. 

Macrostructure of Self-Generated Picture Books
We described narrative abilities at varying age 

groups through macrostructure elements as ana-
lyzed by the INC. At the 3:0-3:5 age group the nar-
rative elements setting, initiating events, plan, com-
plication, consequence, narrator evaluation, and 
knowledge of the dialogue were absent.  Most of the 
narrative elements that were absent at 3:0-3:5 be-
gan to emerge within the 3:6-3:11 age group, with 
the exception of complication. The children contin-
ued to use many of these elements across the age 
groups; however, each element was not always rep-
resented. From one age range to the next, there were 
more narrative elements used as well as increases 
in complexity of use resulting in higher means and 
percentage points as the ages increased. There were, 
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however, variations in the narrative elements used 
within a given age range. There were also variations 
in INC points awarded to individual children among 
all ages. Within some age groups there were only 
one or two children using a given narrative element; 
however, because the INC awards additional points 
for the complexity of a narrative element, higher per-
centages and means were awarded for a given age 
group. We expected an increase in narrative element 
use as the age groups progressed; however, we did 
not expect the 4:0-4:5 and the 4:6-4-11 age groups to 
use more complex narrative elements than the 5:0-
5:5 age group resulting in a higher percent of narra-
tive element use. We believe these results were due 
to the limited number of participants within the 5:0 
– 5:5 age group as well as the variation in the nature 
of the task. 

We found that children in our study were able to 
judge story structure requirements needed to allow 
the listener to understand the narrative even though 
all narrative structure skills had not been mastered. 
This was similar to Hudson and Shapiro (1991), who 
found that narrative elements demonstrate chil-
dren’s ability to understand early judgment of story 
structure requirements. These abilities became more 
apparent as the children within their study matured.   
In addition, our study found that the narrative ele-
ments plans and consequences usage increased with 
age. Although there was some variation among the 
age groups, consequences increased with an increase 
in age as well. According to the INC, these elements 
demonstrate how children within our study under-
stand the intent to act on or solve initiating events 
(plan) and resolving the problem or not resolving the 
problem (consequences) within narratives. These 
findings were similar to those of Hudson and Shapiro 
(1991) who found story grammar elements such as 
those demonstrating plans of characters, causality, 
and consequences were correlated with an increase in 
age. These findings may indicate that self-generated 
stories of typical developing AA children contain the 
same elements that help to identify the abilities of 
typical developing EA children who tell stories via 
varying methods. 

African American Self-generated Stories  
and Story Retells

When interpreting the results of our study, we 
found that AA preschool children most frequently 
used the story grammar elements of character, set-
ting, initiating event and action/attempt when pro-
ducing self-generated narratives. These story gram-
mar elements are consistent with expectations of 
story structure levels typical of preschool children 
in producing a descriptive sequence, action sequence 

or a reactive sequence that include characters, sur-
roundings, and actions without clear goal-directed 
behaviors (Hughes et al., 1997; Table 4.3 p. 121). Our 
findings are similar to other study findings regarding 
development of story grammar elements found with-
in story retells elicited from AA preschoolers (Curen-
ton & Justice, 2004; Price et al., 2006; McGregor, 
2000). Upon further review, however, we found some 
specific similarities and differences in the rate of oc-
currence of story grammar elements from our study 
on self-generated stories to others with story retells. 
Some of the similarities that were found included the 
use of character and internal response in self-gener-
ated and retelling of stories. For example, our study’s 
results for the narrative element character was 100% 
for the 4:0 – 4:5 age group and 87.5% for the 5:0 – 
5:5 age group. These results were similar to those of 
Price et al. (2006) who conducted a study describing 
AA children’s narrative retell abilities at 4 years old 
(M=48.2 months) and at kindergarten entry (M=62.6 
months), as well as McGregor (2000) who conducted 
a study describing AA children’s narrative retell abil-
ities of 3, 4, and 5 year olds. The percent use of char-
acter in story retells for Price et al. (2006) was 95.5% 
of 4 year olds (4:2) and 97% by kindergarten entry 
(5:2). The children in the McGregor (2000) used char-
acter for 4 year olds at 85% and 90% at 5 years old.  

Our study found internal response was used by 
9.09% of 4:0 – 4:5 year olds and 20.00% of 5:0 – 5:5 
years old.  These findings for this narrative element 
was similar to what Price et al. (2006) found with 
4.5% used by 4 year olds and 21.2% by kindergarten 
entry. From this information, we can note that AA 
preschool children demonstrate an understanding of 
including characters in their stories, and are devel-
oping in the use of the psychological states of these 
characters just as they do from other story retells. 

In contrast, there were some differences from 
our study’s story grammar element development in 
self-generated narratives than there were in the sto-
ry retelling research of AA children. For example, 
the narrative element setting was used by 40% of the 
5:0 – 5:5 year olds in our study. The structural ele-
ment setting was used by 90% of 5 year olds in the 
McGregor study.  There were also differences in the 
narrative element knowledge of dialogue, which was 
used by 20% of the 5:0 – 5:5 year olds in our study.  A 
similar narrative element dialogue was used by 40% 
of 5 year olds in the McGregor study. These differ-
ences in percent use of setting and dialogue may be 
due to the differences in the methods of elicitation 
between our study and the McGregor study. In the 
McGregor study the examiner asked the participants 
to narrate the story Corduroy from a storybook that 
they had viewed as a video story on several occasions 
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(McGregor, 2000). This particular story had both set-
ting and dialogue that was already created in which 
participants would only have to recall.  In our study 
the participants’ narratives were elicited following 
a classroom writing activity. The participants were 
instructed to write stories by creating books through 
drawing and print. Once the storybooks were creat-
ed, the participants were asked to tell the story. It 
may be the case that with self-generated narratives, 
in which story grammar elements need to be created, 
the development of some story grammar elements 
will occur at older age ranges than the same story 
grammar elements of story retells. 

Finally, there was variation in the production of 
initiating events. For our study, initiating events were 
used by 36.3% of the 4:0 – 4:5 age group and 40% of 
the 5:0 – 5:5 age group. In the McGregor (2000) study, 
the description of the narrative element complicat-
ing actions, defined as the problem facing the main 
characters, was similar in definition to the initiating 
events for our study. The structural element compli-
cating action was used by 35% of 4-year-olds and 50% 
of 5-year-olds in the McGregor study, which is consis-
tent with the results of our study. In contrast, Price 
et al. (2006) found that initiating events were used 
by 6% of 4-year-olds and 20% at kindergarten entry.  
These differences are more difficult to interpret; how-
ever, all three elicitation procedures varied from one 
another. According to Peterson and McCabe (1983), 
caution should be taken when measuring and inter-
preting children’s narratives, as the elicitation con-
text can affect the story produced and that the topic 
of discourse may also influence length and complexi-
ty of the narratives. Production of narratives may be 
influenced by interest level of the task. For example, 
in the Price et al. (2006) study, the narratives were 
elicited by a short, standardized narrative assess-
ment, created for the purpose of eliciting narratives 
(Bus Story Language Test; Refrew, 1991); however, 
the narratives in the McGregor (2000) study were 
elicited from an authentic picture book, Corduroy, 
which had also been viewed as a video on several 
occasions by the children. It could be assumed that 
watching videos and retelling from a children’s pic-
ture book, may be more engaging than retelling from 
a standardized tool. In our study, with the elicitation 
method of self-generated stories, the child may be 
more able and motivated to create a “problem” (initi-
ating event) to their own story as there is freedom to 
create events, as opposed to relying on memory to re-
call a specific problem of a story. According to a study 
by Swanson, Fey, Mills, and Hood (2005), the child’s 
willingness to participate in the tasks (story retell, 
story generation, and sentence imitation) influenced 
the production of stories. The authors concluded that 

story generation was favored by all of the children 
because “they could talk about their own experienc-
es, knowledge and interests” and “they did not have 
a specific story they were supposed to replicate” (p. 
139). 

Our result showed that self-generated narratives 
may provide an opportunity for children to generate 
elements on their own without the increased cogni-
tive load from the attempts to retell a previously pre-
sented story. Generating story elements is important 
for having a true representation of the children’s 
story telling abilities that may reduce the need to 
rely on memory. However, these self-generated nar-
ratives need to be interpreted with caution, as there 
may be some differences if compared with the results 
of narratives elicited from story retells. In addition, 
self-generated narratives can be a method of elicit-
ing narratives that assist in increasing the connec-
tion with culture. Because previous research has 
shown AA children have more experience with oral 
storytelling (Champion; 1999, 2003; McGregor, 2000; 
Price et al., 2006; Terry et al., 2013), self-generated 
narratives may provide a better framework for con-
necting to cultural and linguistic methods that give 
more flexibility to storytelling modality (Champion, 
1998; Champion et al., 1999; Merritt & Liles, 1989; 
Southwood & Russell, 2004).  

Limitations and Future Research
Although the results of this investigation provide 

valuable information about self-generated narra-
tives in AA preschool children, there are limitations. 
First, the sample size was small and there was an 
unequal distribution of children within each age 
range making generalizations difficult. Second, there 
were substantial variations among each age group 
and between individuals within the same age group 
making the ability to make normative conclusions 
a challenge regarding self-generated narratives of 
preschool children. Furthermore, the self-generated 
narratives from the children in our study were elic-
ited in a classroom during an instructional activity. 
Researchers have noted that methods of elicitation 
may impact narrative production. Lastly, the INC 
was not designed for preschool children but for chil-
dren who are school age. 

Future research should focus on comparing AA 
children’s narrative macrostructure use from story-
book retells to self-generated narratives. In addition, 
it would be interesting to note if self-generated nar-
ratives can identify cultural and linguistic differenc-
es of AA preschoolers within the population that may 
not be noted when using tools that are used with EA 
children. It would also be interesting to determine if 
there are cultural and linguistic differences that may 
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be noted when comparing self-generated narratives 
of AA preschoolers and EA preschoolers.

CONCLUSION
Based on our findings, self-generated storytelling 

appears to be a sound method for eliciting narratives 
and describing the developmental progression of AA 
preschool children. AA preschool children’s narrative 
skills showed occurrences of causality, understand-
ing of behaviors and goals, as well as social and psy-
chological stages found in the macrostructure used 
within their narratives. Self-generated narratives 
may also provide a better platform for making cul-
tural and linguistic connections because the children 
are creating their own story from their own experi-
ences.  

REFERENCES
•  Bishop, D. V. M., & Edmundson, A. (1987). 

Language-impaired 4-year-olds: Distinguishing 
transient from persistent impairment. Journal 
of Speech and Hearing Disorders, 52(June 1987), 
156–173. https://doi.org/10.1044/jshd.5202.156

•  Bloome, D., Champion, T., Katz, L., Morton, M. B., 
Muldrow, R., Harris, J. L., & Pollock, K. E. (2001). 
Spoken and written narrative development: Af-
rican American preschoolers as storytellers and 
storymakers. Literacy in African American com-
munities, 45-76.

•  Burns, F.A., de Villiers, P. A., Pearson, B. Z., & 
Champion, T. B. (2012). Dialect-neutral indices 
of narrative cohesion and evaluation. Language, 
Speech, and Hearing Services in Schools, 43, 132-
152.

•  Champion, T. B. (1998). “Tell me somethin’good”: 
A description of narrative structures among Af-
rican American children. Linguistics and Educa-
tion, 9(3), 251-286.

•  Champion, T. B., Katz, L., Muldrow, R., & Dail, R. 
(1999). Storytelling and storymaking in an urban 
preschool classroom: Building bridges from home 
to school culture. Topics in Language Disor-
ders, 19(3), 52-67.

•  Champion, T. B. (2003). Understanding Storytell-
ing among African American Children: A Journey 
from Africa to America. Routledge.

•  Champion, T., Seymour, H., & Camarata, S. 

(1995). Narrative discourse of African American 
children. Journal of Narrative & Life History, 5(4), 
333–352.

•  Craig, H. K., & Washington, J. A. (2005). Malik 
goes to school: Examining the language skills of 
African American students from preschool-5th 
grade. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781410615602

•  Copple, C., & Bredekamp, S. (2009). Develop-
mentally appropriate practice in early childhood 
programs serving children from birth through age 
8. National Association for the Education of Young 
Children. 1313 L Street NW Suite 500, Washing-
ton, DC 22205-4101.

•  Curenton, S. M. (2004). The association between 
narratives and theory of mind for low-income 
preschoolers. Early Education and Develop-
ment, 15(2), 124-146.

•  Curenton, S. M., & Justice, L. M. (2004). Afri-
can American and caucasian preschoolers’ use 
of decontextualized language: Literate language 
features in oral narratives. Language, Speech, and 
Hearing Services in Schools, 35(July), 240–253. 
https://doi.org/10.1044/0161-1461(2004/023)

•  Gardner-Neblett, N., Pungello, E. P., & Iruka, I. 
U. (2012). Oral narrative skills: Implications for 
the reading development of African American 
children. Child Development Perspectives, 6(3), 
218-224.

•  Gazella, J., & Stockman, I. J. (2003). Chil-
dren’s Story Retelling Under Different Modal-
ity and Task Conditions. American Journal of 
Speech-Language Pathology, 12, 61-72. 

•  Gillam, R.B., & Pearson, N. (2004). Test of narra-
tive language. Austin, TX: PRO-ED.

•  Griffin, T. M., Hemphill, L., Camp, L., & 
Wolf, D. P. (2004). Oral discourse in the 
preschool years and later literacy skills. 
First Language, 24(2), 123–147. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0142723704042369

•  Heath, S. B., & Heath, S. B. (1983). Ways with 
words: Language, life and work in communities 
and classrooms. New York, NY: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press.

•  Hudson, J. A., & Shapiro, L. R. (1991). From 
knowing to telling: The development of children’s 
scripts, stories, and personal narratives. In A. 
McCabe & C. Peterson (Ed.) Developing Narrative 
Structure. (pp. 89-136) Hillsdale, New Jersey: 
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 



42

Volume 15, Issue 1 | Journal of the National Black Association for Speech Language and Hearing (JNBASLH)

•  Hughes, D.,  McGillivray, L., & Schmidek, M. 
(1997). Guide to Narrative Language: Procedures 
for Assessment. Eau Claire, WI: Think Publica-
tions.

•  Khan, K. S., Gugiu, M. R., Justice, L. M., Bowles, 
R. P., Skibbe, L. E., & Piasta, S. B. (2016). Age-re-
lated progressions in story structure in young 
children’s narratives. Journal of Speech, Lan-
guage, and Hearing Research, 1–14. https://doi.
org/10.1044/2016_JSLHR-L-15-0275

•  Lever, R., & Sénéchal, M. (2011). Discussing 
stories: On how a dialogic reading intervention 
improves kindergartners’ oral narrative construc-
tion. Journal of Experimental Child Psycholo-
gy, 108(1), 1-24.

•  McCabe, A., & Bliss, L. S. (2003). Patterns of 
narrative discourse: A multicultural, life span 
approach. Allyn & Bacon.

•  Peterson, C., & McCabe, A. (1983). Developmen-
tal psycholinguistics: Three ways of looking at a 
child’s narrative. New York: Plenum.

•  McCabe, A., & Peterson, C. (1984). What makes 
a good story. Journal of Psycholinguistic Re-
search, 13(6), 457-480.

•  McCabe, A., & Rollins, P. R. (1994). Assessment 
of preschool narrative skills. American Journal of 
Speech-Language Pathology, 3(1), 45-56.

•  McGregor, K. K. (2000). The development and 
enhancement of narrative skills in a preschool 
classroom: Towards a solution to clinician-client 
mismatch. American Journal of Speech-Language 
Pathology, 9(1), 55-71.

•  Merritt, D. D., & Liles, B. Z. (1987). Story gram-
mar ability in children with and without language 
disorder: story generation, story retelling, and sto-
ry comprehension. Journal of Speech and Hearing 
Research, 30(4), 539–52. https://doi.org/10.1044/
jshr.3004.539

•  Merritt, D. D., & Liles, B. Z. (1989). Narrative 
analysis: clinical applications of story generation 
and story retelling. The Journal of Speech and 
Hearing Disorders, 54(3), 438–447. https://doi.
org/10.1044/jshd.5403.438

•  Michaels, S. (1981). “Sharing time”: Children’s 
narrative styles and differential access to litera-
cy. Language in society, 10(3), 423-442.

•  Mills, M. T., Watkins, R. V., & Washington, J. A. 
(2013). Structural and Dialectal Characteristics of 

the Fictional and Personal Narratives of School-
Age African American Children. Language Speech 
and Hearing Services in Schools, 44(2), 211. 
https://doi.org/10.1044/0161-1461(2012/12-0021)

•  Peterson, C., & McCabe, A. (1983). Three ways of 
looking at a child’s narrative: A psycholinguistic 
analysis. New York: Plenum. 

•  Renfrew, C. E. (1991). The bus story: A test of con-
tinuous speech. C. Renfrew.

•  Rosch, E. (1975). Cognitive representations of 
semantic categories. Journal of Experimental Psy-
chology, 104, 192-233.  

•  Petersen, D. B., Gillam, S. L., & Gillam, R. B. 
(2008). Emerging procedures in narrative assess-
ment: The index of narrative complexity. Topics in 
Language Disorders, 28(2), 115–130. https://doi.
org/10.1097/01.TLD.0000318933.46925.86

•  Price, J. R., Roberts, J. E., & Jackson, S. C. (2006). 
Structural development of the fictional narratives 
of African American preschoolers.  Language 
Speech and Hearing Services in Schools, 37(3), 
178. https://doi.org/10.1044/0161-1461(2006/020)

•  Schachter, R. E., & Craig, H. K. (2013). Students’ 
production of narrative and AAE features during 
an emergent literacy task.. Language, Speech, and 
Hearing Services in Schools, 44(3), 227. https://doi.
org/10.1044/0161-1461(2013/12-0034) 

•  Schneider, P. (1996). Effects of pictures versus 
orally presented stories on story retellings by chil-
dren with language impairment. American Jour-
nal of Speech-Language Pathology, 5(1), 86–95. 
https://doi.org/10.1044/1058-0360.0501.86

•  Schneider, P., & Dubé, R. V. (2005). Story presen-
tation effects on children’s retell content. Amer-
ican Journal of Speech-Language Pathology. 14, 
52-60. 

•  Schraeder, T., Quinn, M., Stockman, I., & Miller, 
J. (1999). Authentic assessment as an approach 
to preschool speech-language screening. American 
Journal of Speech-Language Pathology. 8(3), 195-
200, https://doi.org/10.1044/1058-0360.0803.195

•  Soodla, P., & Kikas, E. (2010). Macrostructure in 
the narratives of Estonian children with typical 
development and language impairment. Jour-
nal of Speech, Language & Hearing Research, 
53(5), 1321–1333. https://doi.org/10.1044/1092-
4388(2010/08-0113)



43

Volume 15, Issue 1 | Journal of the National Black Association for Speech Language and Hearing (JNBASLH)

•  Southwood, F. & Russell, A. (2004). Comparison 
of conversation, freeplay, and story generation as 
methods of language sample elicitation. Journal 
of Speech, Language, and Hearing Research, 47,  
366-376.

•  Spencer, T. D., & Slocum, T. A. (2010). The effect 
of a narrative intervention on story retelling and 
personal story generation skills of preschoolers 
with risk factors and narrative language delays. 
Journal of Early Intervention, 32(3), 178–199. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1053815110379124

•  Stein, N. L., & Glenn, C. G. (1975). An Analysis 
of Story Comprehension in Elementary School 
Children: A Test of a Schema. Unpublished man-
uscript, Washington University, St. Louis, MO, 
1-68.

•  Stockman, I. J. (2010). A review of developmental 
and applied language research on African Ameri-
can children: From a deficit to difference perspec-
tive on dialect differences. Language, Speech, and 
Hearing Services in Schools, 41, 23-38.

•  Swanson, L.A., Fey, M.E., Mills, C.E., Hood, L.S. 
(2005). Use of narrative-based language interven-
tion with children who have specific language im-
pairment. American Journal of Speech-Language 
Pathology, 14,131-143.

ABOUT THE AUTHORS

Mia Kimmons, MS, CCC-SLP is a licensed 
speech-language pathologist and PhD candidate in 
Communication Sciences and Disorders at the Uni-
versity of Cincinnati. Her interests include child 
language and literacy development within culturally 
and linguistically diverse populations. 

Amy Hobek, PhD, CCC-SLP is an Assistant Pro-
fessor of Communication Sciences and Disorders at 
the University of Cincinnati. She is also a licensed 
speech language pathologist providing clinic supervi-
sion of graduate students in a culturally and linguis-
tically diverse preschool setting on UC’s campus. Her 
teaching and scholarship focus on child language and 
literacy development with an emphasis on valuing 
and legitimizing cultural and linguistic variations in 
these areas within individuals, families, and commu-
nities.  


