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Foreword  

„With a Little Help from My Friends” – my former Ph.D. student Ulla Licandro and I used 

the title of this famous Beatles song when we published our first article which looked at the 

role of peers in speech-language support and therapy with bilingual children. And had this 

book you are holding in your hands not been an excellent dissertation, this metaphoric title 

would have been a perfect fit once again, as it summarizes some of the research findings re-

sulting from Ulla’s vigorous theoretical and empirical work. 

The two presented studies, which were conducted in the early childhood education and care 

(ECEC) environment, had differing, yet complementing aims. The first was to gain insight 

into oral narrative skills of preschool-age Turkish-German dual language learners (DLLs), a 

currently understudied population. On the basis of theoretical explications and empirical evi-

dence focusing on the role of peers as developmentally and emotionally attuned interaction 

partners, the aim of the second study was to explore the effects of a peer-assisted intervention 

approach on DLLs’ narrative skills. Considering DLLs being disproportionately at risk for 

later academic language problems and academic delays, gaining insight into the development 

and the support of their narrative skills is ultimately important. The presented studies, includ-

ing their in-depth discussion, allow us to deepen our understanding of the influence of dual 

language learning on fictional narrative production, as well as produce emerging evidence for 

the efficacy of the inclusion of peers as intervention agents in language support. 

As the head of the Department of Speech-Language Pedagogy and Therapy, I can strongly 

recommend this book to all researchers, practitioners, and students. It is one of the first works 

that includes a peer-based approach in the ECEC environment and thus, is path breaking not 

only for Germany, but also internationally. Furthermore, this monograph convinces through 

integrity of content and style, which originates, in my opinion, from Ulla Licandro not only 

researching bilingualism, multiculturalism, and cooperativeness with her peers, but also living 

it in her daily life.  

In this sense, I wish everybody picking up this volume an inspiring and elucidating read. I 

would also like to extend my best wishes and thanks to Prof. Laura Justice from the Ohio 

State University who served as Ulla’s second advisor and whose tremendous expertise sup-

ported her to accomplish this work in the best possible way. 

To Ulla and her research team, I wish many creative research ideas, successful pro-jects, and 

always enough funds to continue pursuing work in this field in the future. It will be important 
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to gather further insights into early narrative skills and peer-assisted support of language de-

velopment in ECEC contexts – not only for speakers of Turkish and German, but also for 

children from many other cultural and linguistic backgrounds. This is especially true consid-

ering the growing numbers of refugees and migrants in Europe and the rest of the world. 

These insights may confirm another song title: “That´s What Friends Are For”! 

 

Hannover, May 2016 

Prof. Dr. Ulrike M. Lüdtke        

Department of Speech-Language Pedagogy and Therapy 

Institute of Special Education 

Leibniz University Hannover 
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1 Introduction  

Growing up with multiple languages has become an omnipresent phenomenon in our 

modern society of large-scale migration. As a result, children in both international and 

German early childhood education and care institutions, especially in metropolitan 

areas, are increasingly diverse both linguistically and culturally. In Germany, currently 

about 35% of children below the ages of six grow up with a migration background1, 

many of whom speak at least one language other than German at home (Bundesminis-

terium für Familie, Senioren, Frauen und Jugend, 2014). This phenomenon will con-

tinue to increase in significance in the future, as the number of children entering the 

educational system speaking a language other than the language of schooling is rising 

(e.g., Prevoo, Malda, Mesman, & Van IJzendoorn, 2016). For example, because of the 

ongoing war in Syria, the number of refugees has increased massively—especially in 

the neighboring countries of Syria, but also in most European states. 

While the majority of people worldwide are growing up speaking multiple languages 

and it is widely accepted that the developing child is perfectly capable of doing so 

(e.g., Grosjean & Li, 2013), in many countries, such as Germany, given that most 

schools instruct in German only, speaking a language other than the majority and aca-

demic language at home is associated with accentuated educational disadvantages. For 

example, those children are more likely to start formal schooling later than their mono-

lingual peers (Autorengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung, 2010) and have been dispro-

portionately represented among those who display difficulty with literacy, mathemat-

ics, and overall educational attainment (for a review, see Stanat, Rauch, & Segeritz, 

2010). Furthermore, having a migration background posits a disadvantage through all 

stages of the educational system, because even when coming from similar socio-

                                              
1
  According to the definition of the German Federal Statistical Office, people considered having a 

migrant background are “those who have immigrated to Germany since 1950, their descendants, 

and the foreign population” (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2013). This includes all persons born in 

Germany who have at least one immigrated parent or who were born as a foreigner in Germany, 

covering first to third generation immigrants. In 2013, roughly 16.5 million people with a migra-

tion background resided in Germany, accounting for 20.5% of the German population (Statistisches 

Bundesamt, 2013). 

© Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden 2016
U. Licandro, Narrative Skills of Dual Language Learners, Diversität in 
Kommunikation und Sprache / Diversity in Communication and Language, 
DOI 10.1007/978-3-658-14673-3_1
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economic backgrounds, fewer students with migration backgrounds attend higher 

forms of schooling and higher numbers leave the educational system before graduating 

(Statistisches Bundesamt, 2014). As a result, taken together as a group, they are less 

likely to engage in secondary and university-level education, but more likely to attend 

special educational and lower level academic institutions than their monolingual peers 

(Stanat & Edele, 2011). This is especially true for children and adolescents of Turkish 

heritage, who are among one of the largest ethnic and linguistic minority groups in 

Germany2 (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2013; also see Willard, Agache, Jäkel, Glück, & 

Leyendecker, 2015).  

Despite a positive trend over recent years (for an overview, see Klieme, Jude, Baumert 

& Prenzel, 2010), these differences are prevalent and especially pronounced in the ar-

ea of reading. For example, in the 2009 “Programme for International Student As-

sessment” (PISA) study, children who spoke a different language than German at 

home reached significantly lower scores than their German-only speaking peers, while 

controlling for socio-economic status. Similar effects have been shown for children of 

Turkish heritage in primary school (Kristen & Dollmann, 2010). Comparable 

situations exist internationally. For example, in the United States, dual language 

learners of Spanish and English haven been reported to academically lag behind their 

English monolingual peers (Mancilla-Martinez & Lesaux, 2011).  

One reason for these educational disparities is a commonly occurring yet profound 

difference in linguistic competences in the language of instruction (Halle, Hair, 

Wandner, McNamara, & Chien, 2012), also known as the “academic language”3 (e.g., 

Peets & Bialystock, 2015; Snow & Uccelli, 2009). To be well equipped for the linguis-

tic requirements in school, children need to previously have acquired some level of 

print, alphabet, phonological, as well as vocabulary knowledge, and a fundamental 

interest to engage in literacy activities. Also, the ability to work with increasingly 

                                              
2
  Families where at least one parent has a Turkish migrant background account for 18% of all fami-

lies with migrant backgrounds, which makes them the largest family minority group and Turkish 

one of the main immigrant languages in Germany (Bundesministerium für Familie, Senioren, Frau-

en und Jugend, 2014). 

3  
Another variation of the term is “educational language,” which has been used by Gogolin & Lange 

(2011); for more terms and explications, see Snow & Uccelli, 2009 and Snow, 2010. 
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complex and decontextualized linguistic information—conveying the distinct from 

context—is a key component to accessing the academic curriculum and successful 

classroom participation, which ultimately determines academic achievement (e.g., 

Dickinson & Porche, 2011; Pearson, 2002).  

To adequately support and promote dual language learners’ linguistic and academic 

development, better insights into the specifics of dual language learners’ language use 

including areas which are challenging, but also sources of strength, need to be gained 

(e.g., Gámez, Lesaux, & Rizzo, 2015; Hammer et al., 2014). It is also crucial to 

examine successful ways in supporting academic relevant language skills early on, 

before this growing population enters formal schooling, as many children from non-

German speaking backgrounds suffer from a paucitiy of acquisition opportunity for 

academic-level language skills in German (Paetsch, Wolf, Stanat, & Darsow, 2014).  

The Present Work 

From an educational and clinical viewpoint, based on the current research literature, 

the present work will propose that fictional oral narratives reflect these demands of 

academic language use, as they build on the use of decontextualized language in con-

veying made-up events (see section 2.2). However, while there is a well-established 

literature base on the narrative development of monolingual children (e.g., Becker, 

2011; Berman & Slobin, 1994; Peterson & McCabe, 1983), the knowledge base on the 

successful acquisition of fiction oral narrative skills of preschool-aged children grow-

ing up with multiple languages is limited, especially on those coming from language 

and cultural backgrounds other than Spanish and English speakers growing up in the 

United States (e.g., Hammer et al., 2014; also see sections 3.4 and 3.5). Furthermore, it 

will be argued that narratives can serve not only as an effective teaching context that 

provides the opportunity to acquire decontextualized language skills for young chil-

dren, but also that peers may be successful agents in preschool-based intervention to 

support emerging fictional narrative skills (see sections 7.2 and 7.3). 

To follow up on these arguments, the current work presents two studies, which had 

two overarching research aims. The first was to identify and examine specific 

components of emerging skills in the realm of German fictional narrative production 
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of preschool-age children growing up speaking Turkish and German. This aim will be 

established on the notion that explicating the discourse-level and utterance-level oral 

construction details of extended discourse in a meaningful context reflects the 

demands of academic language use and can serve as an indicator of a child’s strengths 

and weaknesses in current and future language performance (see chapters 2 and 3). 

The second aim was to explore a culturally-sensitive way of supporting children’s 

emerging fictional narrative skills through a peer tutoring intervention approach (see 

chapter 7). Drawing on both theoretical explications conceptualizing peers as 

developmentally and emotionally attuned linguistic interaction partners as well as 

current research evidence highlighting the role of peers in preschool dual language 

acquisition, it will be argued that peers may be well-suited for mediating each other’s 

advancement in the area of fictional narrative production (see sections 7.1 through 

7.3).  

Before further discussing the theoretical and empirical background of the proposed 

research, it is imperative to clarify central terms which will be used throughout the 

current work, among which are dual language learner(s), preschool-age as well as 

early childhood education and care. Due to their central importance for the current 

work, theoretical considerations and definitions concerning narrative, fictional narra-

tives, peers, peer-assisted learning, and peer tutoring will be discussed in organized 

sections in chapters 1 and 7, respectively.  

Clarification of Central Terms 

Children growing up with more than one language and/or coming from diverse cultur-

al and linguistic backgrounds form a heterogeneous group. Besides typical develop-

mental variations, emerging language and literacy skills vary highly in these children 

due to inter-individual differences in time of onset of exposure to their languages (i.e. 

age of acquisition), past and present home and institutional acquisition contexts, level 

of language mastery, and last but not least social status and prestige of their languages 

and communities (e.g., Armon-Lotem, de Jong, & Meir, 2015; Auer & Wei, 2009; Bi-

alystok, 2001; Butler & Hakuta, 2004; de Groot, 2011; Kohnert, 2010; Thordardottir, 
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2011). As a result, the research literature offers various terms with reference to those 

children, including dual language learners, bilinguals, second language learners, and 

minority language speakers; most lacking consistent definitions (Hammer et al., 2014).  

For consistency and in accordance with current research (e.g., Hammer et al., 2014; 

Hammer, Jia, & Uchikoshi, 2011; Palermo & Mikulski, 2014; Paradis, Genesee, & 

Crago, 2011; Peña & Halle, 2011; Restrepo, Morgan, & Thompson, 2013), the current 

work will adopt a functional definition, where the denomination dual language learner 

(DLL) is defined as a child growing up using (at least) two languages on a regular ba-

sis in their everyday life. Therefore, DLL will be used as a collective term in reference 

to both simultaneous bilingual children exposed to their two languages Turkish and 

German from infancy on (e.g., De Houwer, 2009) as well as sequentially bilingual 

children who were (mainly) exposed to Turkish at home and who started learning 

German as their second language (L2) later on during their preschool-age after having 

already established a sophisticated basis in their first language (L1) (e.g., Chilla, 

Rothweiler, & Babur, 2010), regardless of their current L1 and/or L2 skills. In keeping 

with standard practice, the abbreviation DLL will also be used in reference to the ad-

jective dual language learning.  

Furthermore, in accordance with Hammer et al. (2014), the terms infant/toddler will 

refer to children from birth through 2 years and 11 months of age while the term pre-

schooler/preschool age will refer to children from 3 through 6 years of age, who are 

not yet attending first grade.  

Finally, following international political and research conventions, the term early 

childhood education and care (ECEC) will refer to regulated arrangements in the area 

of early childhood education and care from infancy through compulsory primary 

school age, including center and family daycare, privately and publicly funded provi-

sion, as well as preschool and preprimary provision (e.g., Burger, 2014; European 

Commission, 2014; Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development 

(OECD), ECEC Network, 2015). The term early childhood practitioner will be used in 

reference to early educators and other employees in ECEC institutions, who work ped-

agogically with the attending children. 
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The initial part of this work is organized in two main chapters. The first is invested in 

offering a contemporary and comprehensive perspective on the role and scope of nar-

rative skills in DLLs over the preschool period, including a special focus on fictional 

narrative skills. The second chapter is devoted to the collection, analysis, and current 

state of research concerning the fictional narrative skills of DLLs in order to lay the 

foundation for the first study presented here, namely exploring the emerging German 

fictional narrative skills of preschool-age Turkish-German DLLs.  
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2 A Contemporary Perspective on the Developmental Continuum of 

Fictional Narrative Skills in DLLs over the Preschool Period  

“Human beings, especially after the development of the verbal faculty, have constantly 

told stories, presented events and squeezed aspects of the world into narrative form” 

(Cobley, 2001, p. 2). As a result, it is not surprising that a wide range of overarching 

disciplines inform research on narrative, including but not limited to history, philoso-

phy, linguistics, psychology, and sociology. Before further discussing and exploring 

the role and scope of fictional narrative skills in DLLs as well as the current approach-

es and foci to the analysis of these skills, the domain to be investigated first requires 

specification in regards to the clarification of central terms and theoretical underpin-

nings.   

As the current work is devoted to the study of oral fictional narrative skills displayed 

by preschool-aged DLLs and the support thereof via a peer-assisted intervention and is 

grounded in the scientific discipline of communication sciences and disorders, the the-

oretical backdrop presented in this section will mainly draw on linguistic, sociological, 

and developmental psychological aspects. The first sections of this chapter will be de-

voted to the theoretical underpinnings of narrative production in child language, 

where different views on narratives in early childhood will be discussed. After reflect-

ing on narrative as a mode for establishing and representing meaning through co-

construction (e.g., Bruner, 1986, 1990, 1991; Lüdtke, 2012a), narrative will be dis-

cussed as a form of decontextualized extended discourse (e.g., Berman & Slobin, 1994; 

Curenton & Lucas, 2007), followed by a section on the emergence of narrative in a 

socio-emotional context, based on a social-interactionist point of view. After giving an 

overview on the types of narratives produced by preschool-aged learners (both mono- 

and dual-language), this work will focus on the study of fictional narrative production 

in early childhood, including the derivation of a working definition. Finally, drawing 

on current research evidence, an overview of the development of fictional narrative 

competence over the preschool period will be provided.  

 

© Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden 2016
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DOI 10.1007/978-3-658-14673-3_2



   

8 

 

2.1 Theoretical Underpinnings of Narrative Production in Child Language  

The following sections will serve to examine the theoretical underpinnings of oral nar-

rative production in the area of child language, by exploring aspects representative of 

the function and structural characteristics of narrative production in preschool-aged 

children, without becoming too invested in a restrictive definition.   

 Viewpoints on Narrative in Child Development 2.1.1

While the term is ubiquitous, narrative has resisted precise definition. Therefore, defi-

nitional and methodological approaches in research on “narrative” must be first ad-

dressed. In the scope of child language research, major theoretical approaches are pre-

sented here. The first to be explored, posits narratives in childhood as a central place 

of interaction, where shared meaning is established. Furthermore, narrative has been 

explored as a form of decontextualized extended discourse, providing insight into so-

cio-emotionally relevant, decontextualized linguistic skills.  

Narrative as a Mode for Establishing and Representing Meaning through Co-

Construction 

Several researchers emphasize the embeddedness and specificity of narrative compos-

ing practices as inherent to the organization of both thought and interpersonal commu-

nication. 

Prominently, Bruner proposed a human propensity towards narrative and suggested 

that the mind structures its sense of reality through “cultural products, like language 

and other symbolic systems“ (1991, p. 3, also see 1990). Narrative is one of those 

products. Ultimately, he posits the narrative mode as an epistemological entity, which 

represents both a way of conversing about life and a means of knowing. As narratives 

are put forth as being fundamental to the storage and communicative interpretation of 

most episodic experiences and memories, “the structure of language and the structure 

of thought eventually become inextricable” (Bruner, 1991, p. 5). Narration, then, is an 

ontological condition of social life and constitutes an essential role in intersubjective 

communication, as it shapes the human organization of experience in “how we go 
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about constructing and representing the rich and messy domain of human interaction” 

(Bruner, 1991, p. 4).  

Looking at narrative from a developmental psychological and emotion theory perspec-

tive allows one to consider the socio-emotional aspects of creating narrative, which 

can be found very early on in life, because the emerging intersubjective exchange be-

tween caretaker and child can be characterized as having narrative traits. In fact, Lüdt-

ke (2012a) argues that the earliest stage of communication development emerges in 

utero, when mother and child will engage in an “intersubjective exchange of emotion-

ally important proto-narratives” (p. 328), characterized by fetal movements stimulating 

the mother and triggering a “meaningful attunement from the mother’s side […] via 

permanent monitoring- and evaluating-processes between the real or ‘felt’ [sic] and 

virtual or imagined infant and herself.” (Lüdtke, 2012a, p. 329).  

Right after being born, an infant will typically begin to engage in intersubjective ex-

change with her or his caretaker(s) as distinguished by the emotionally structured at-

tunement of physical movements and vocal variations (e.g., Lüdtke, 2012a). On a daily 

basis, the infant will repeatedly participate in these types of interactive routines that 

socialize it to eventually incorporate culturally accepted, social-emotional interactive 

practices (e.g., Trevarthen, 2012). As Bruner proposed (1986), this interactive routine 

can be thought of as having a narrative structure; that is, a narrative of communicative 

action and not words. This early meaning attunement between child and caretaker by 

means of facial, gestural, and vocal expression is illustrated in Figure 1.  

Similar to a linguistic narrative produced later in life, this co-constructive interactive 

routine serves as a meaning system for the child based on the sequencing of affective 

messages in the flow of socio-emotional interaction. The child comes to “know” that 

“this is what is happening; this is what will happen; and this is how it will feel” (Brun-

er, 1990, p. 81). This shared meaning system is established long before the child will 

engage in a narrative of words; in fact, it has been established that participation in this 

narrative of affective routines is a prerequisite for learning language (e.g., Trevarthen, 

2012).  
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Figure 1.      The Infant Stage: Iconically and Indexically Mediated Meaning Attunement (reprinted 

from Lüdtke, 2012a, p. 330). Copyright 2012 by John Benjamins. Reprinted with permis-

sion. 

Children can therefore also employ narratives to make sense of experiences and rela-

tionships, i.e., “to deal with themes and concerns that preoccupy them emotionally” 

(Nicolopoulou, 2002, p. 121). For example, from the perspective of young children 

engaging in verbal discourse, Engel (1995) argued,  

We use stories to guide and shape the way we experience our daily lives, to communicate with other 

people, and to develop relationships with them. We tell stories to become part of the social world, to 

know and reaffirm who we are.  

(p. 25) 

While language in general helps organize experience, the delineation and description 

of past and/or fantastic scenarios (e.g., in pretend play) takes on an important role in 

integrating cognitively and socio-emotionally challenging problems, and it can act as a 
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tool for exploring the boundaries between improbable and probable events (Engel, 

2005, 1995).  

Narrative as a Form of Decontextualized Extended Discourse 

Meanwhile, narrative can also be conceptualized as language “used to describe ideas, 

emotions, history, and heritage” (Curenton & Lucas, 2007, p. 378). More specifically, 

the historic, yet pervasive classification in child language research put forth by socio-

linguist William Labov defines a narrative as describing a (single) event or experience 

that contains at minimum “a sequence of two clauses which are temporally ordered” 

(Labov, 1972a, pp. 360-361). In this capacity, narrative skills refer to the comprehen-

sion and production of socially and academically fundamental discourse-level lan-

guage abilities as expressed in at least two cohesive utterances which, at their core, 

represent an action or a series of actions or events (Abbott, 2002), either real or imag-

ined. Accordingly, instead of being streams of unrelated words or sentences, oral nar-

ratives can be characterized as coherent linguistic structures created by several linked 

utterances that refer to the production of a fictional or real account of an experience or 

an action (e.g., Berman & Slobin, 1994).  

While narrative is generally referenced as a type of discourse in accord with conversa-

tion and exposition, it can be distinguished from the other two because it involves the 

monological production of multiple topic-centered and cohesive utterances (De Fina & 

Georgakopoulou, 2011; Justice, Bowles, Pence, & Gosse, 2010). More specifically, 

narratives are a form of decontextualized extended discourse (Dickinson & Tabors, 

1991), as the ability to produce a narrative demonstrates a child’s ability to sustain a 

discussion about the world beyond the here and now (Snow, Tabors, Nicholson, & 

Kurland, 1995).  

In this capacity, oral narrative production can be treated as source of information about 

discourse level organization as well as productivity, word, and sentence level organi-

zational skills of children (e.g., Justice et al., 2010). A narrative construction can be 

described in terms of the global structure of the entire narrative (often referred to as 

macrostructure) and at the level of discrete language skills, such as specific lexical and 

morpho-syntactical types the speaker chooses to compose the narrative (often referred 
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to as microstructure). Another special emphasis can be given on the linguistic means 

chosen to express the main character’s viewpoint (often referred to as evaluative lan-

guage use; for a detailed discussion of all three aspects, see section 3.3). The analysis 

of specific aspects included in narrative discourse has commonly been used in clinical 

and educational environments to track children’s narrative development and to exam-

ine the role of influencing factors, such as expressive language and home language 

environment, on narrative production (for a review, see sections 2.2 and 3.4 in this 

work). 

In summation, viewing narration as a mode for establishing and representing meaning, 

is an important vehicle for children in making sense of the world, establishing and 

maintaining relationships, and expressing their thoughts and feelings about important 

topics (e.g., Bruner, 1990, 1991). While recognizing the value of this perspective, the 

current work will be more concerned with the complexity and specific linguistic fea-

tures expressed in independent oral narrative production of young DLLs, rather than 

focusing on the distinctive functional aspects of child narrative discourse or an in-

depth analysis of the interactive practices framing this process4. Overall, the current 

work focuses on the child a narrator during the preschool years and is dedicated to the 

premise that even the most ‘simple’ of stories is embedded in a complex network of 

emerging cognitive, language and literacy skills.  

Types of Narratives Produced by Preschool-Aged DLLs 

Four basic types of oral narrative discourse have been identified in differential distri-

bution across preschool-age children from different cultural and linguistic back-

grounds, including DLLs (for an overview, see Goldstein, 2000; Heath, 1986; Hedberg 

& Westby, 1993; Hughes, McGillivray, & Schmidek, 1997). These types include ac-

counts and recounts of a salient personal experience (personal narratives), the narra-

                                              
4  

Also, while the current work acknowledges and highlights the socio-emotional function of narra-

tive as an inherently interactive language practice, it is neither the goal nor a side quest of the cur-

rent work to take a definitive stance on the controversy surrounding “narrative-as-knowledge and 

narrative-as-interactive moves” (cf., Bamberg, 1997, introduction), as it is beyond the scope of the 

discussion. It is however acknowledged that narratives, just as other communicative acts, cannot be 

viewed as independent from the narrator’s social context (cf. Shiro, 2003).  
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tion of what-is-going-to-happen or what-is-currently-happening in pretend play (event 

cast; also see Melzer & Palermo, 2015), the verbalization of routine series of events 

(script narrative), and the construction of a made-up story5, following the format of a 

storybook, fairy tale, myth, or fable (fictional narrative). Figure 2 presents all types, 

including examples for prompts, which might elicit these types of narrative and first 

sentences of narratives, respectively. 

Through the exposure to and active engagement with narratives in these contexts, the 

child starts to acquire the pragmatic rules and organizing patterns that govern the use 

of the language outside of clear shared conceptual contexts (Ezell & Justice, 2005). 

Gradually, the child moves beyond the use of “exophoric or deictic devices used to 

ground reference and predication in the immediate perceptual context” towards “endo-

phoric devices for grounding her acts of reference and predication in already recounted 

parts of the narrative” (Tomasello, 2003, p. 271). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Types of Oral Narratives Produced by Monolingual and DLL Preschool-Age Children.  

Overview adapted from Goldstein (2000) and Hughes et al. (1997). Own examples were 

included. 

                                              
5
  From a general linguistic standpoint, it is important to distinguish between story referring to “all 

the events that are to be depicted” (Cobley, 2001, p. 5) and narrative as “the showing or telling of 

these events and the mode selected for that to take place” (Cobley, 2001, p. 6). However, in lan-

guage acquisition research, the two terms narrating and storytelling have been used simultaneously 

(e.g., McCabe, Bliss, Barra, & Bennett, 2008). In fact, Heath (1986) referred to stories as a subtype 

of narrative (see Fig. 2), e.g., fairy tales or other fictional narratives that include fictionalized ac-

counts of characters attempting to carry out a goal. Therefore, the terms story and storytelling will 

be applied here as a synonym in reference to fictional narratives.   
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This acquisition process is met by a gradual sophistication of early narratives with 

child narratives becoming increasingly more complex, both linguistically (Peterson & 

McCabe, 1983; Shapiro & Hudson, 1991) and socio-cognitively (Curenton, 2004, 

2011). The child begins to realize that narratives are built around characters that en-

counter specific problems and that a narrative is embedded in a particular place or set-

ting and has a linguistically expressed sequence (Vukelich & Christie, 2009).  

 The Emergence and Development of Narrative in a Socio-Emotional Context 2.1.2

Due to its reliance on lexical, morpho-syntactical and pragmatic skills, the develop-

ment of narrative discourse abilities is a complex area of language acquisition. There-

fore, much like other complex developmental areas, oral narrative competence does 

not emerge suddenly or automatically, but rather is acquired gradually in the context 

of socially and emotionally scaffolded6 interactions. Still, it is remarkable how it only 

takes a few years for a typically developing child to advance from an engagement in 

preverbal interactions to the active use of sophisticated linguistic structures that allow 

for the construction of coherent stories in uninterrupted monologue at the end of the 

preschool period. The process framing this achievement is detailed below. 

From a social-interactionist point of view (e.g.7, Bruner, 1983, 1990; Papoušek, 1994; 

Tomasello, 1992, 2003; Tomasello & Farrar, 1986; also see section 7.2 in this work), a 

substantial body of research has sought to specify the interactive practices most effec-

tive in promoting and facilitating the development of linguistic skills. The main focus 

has been on features of adult-child interaction (in practice, most often mother-child 

interaction). Around the age of 2, parallel to the emergence of simple pretense play 

(e.g., Bretherton, 1989; Engel, 2005), children begin to talk about events outside of 

ongoing actions (Alamillo, Colletta, & Guidetti, 2013) in the context of early face-to-

face conversations with their caregivers. Typically, these first narrative constructions 

                                              
6  

In his original description, Bruner (1975) used the term “scaffolding” in reference to interactions 

between a parent and a child or between a tutor and a tutee, where the more knowledgeable partner 

(i.e., parent, tutor) provided just enough support based on the progress made by the child on an on-

going basis.  

7  
Note that an ubandance of literature has been produced on this topic and only a selection of sources 

can be credited here. 
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involve single-phrase two-word utterances that are autobiographical in nature (McCa-

be, 1997), covering events in the recent past of the child while the interactional context 

is predominantly characterized by short conversational turns and frequent turn taking 

(Nelson, 2007; Ninio, 1988). As both elicitation and maintenance of early narratives 

rely heavily on scaffolding through prompts, hints, and questions (Miller & Sperry, 

1988; Reese & Fivush, 1993), this emergent narrative practice has also been character-

ized as joint reminiscing (Fivush & Vasudeva, 2002; Tulviste, Tõugu, Keller, Schrö-

der, & de Geer, 2016). Consequently, first linguistic narratives are in situ interactive 

efforts that bear more traits of social-emotional co-constructions (also see Sperry & 

Sperry, 1996) than independent performances. With conversational partners further 

providing structure through linguistic and/or emotional scaffolding, children gradually 

develop competency in extended speaking turns (Kelly & Bailey, 2012), also referred 

to as discourse, as characterized by multiple contingent sentences (Lucero, 2015; Pear-

son & de Villiers, 2005). Accordingly, this acquisition process can be conceptualized 

as not being simply governed by maturation, but rather by exposure to more sophisti-

cated discourse models in scaffolded interactional spaces. 

Researchers like Nicolopoulou (2002) have argued that this “one-sided picture of the 

“social context” [sic] of development must be expanded to take systematic account of 

the complementary role of children’s peer relations” (Nicolopoulou, 2002, p. 119). As 

will also be argued later in this work, the notion of peers actively scaffolding each oth-

er’s narrative acquisition process is one that should not be overlooked. This perspec-

tive is illustrated by excerpts from transcripts based on video recordings of DLLs co-

constructing fictional narratives at their ECEC institution (see Examples 1 and 2; both 

appear in Licandro, 2014, p. 335)8:  

Two 4-year-old girls, Selma and Yade, are sitting next to each other and flipping 

through the pages of a picture storybook. Both children both come from Turkish 

speaking families and are German language learners. In the recorded scenes, they only 

converse in German.  

                                              
8  

Both examples were videotaped outside of the reported studies in this work. Pseudonyms have 

been assigned to the children. Direct translations to English were added by the author.  
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Shared book reading example 1 

Selma:  Hey! 

 Yade:   Und die Stuhl is(t) dann kaputt!  

    [And then the chair is broken!] 

 Selma:  (blickt zu Yade) Ja.  

   [(looks over to Yade) Yes.] 

 Yade:   Dann is(t) sie auch traurig.  

    [Then she is sad, as well.] 

 Selma:  Und und der weint jetzt.  

   [And and he is crying now.]  

 Yade:   Ja und hier ist auch da kaputt.  

    [Yes and here is also broken there.] 

 Selma:  Ja, da muss da da muss einer das heile machen. (blickt zu Yade) 

   [Yes, there someone has to there there has to fix it. (looks over to Yade).] 

 

Selma initiates the turn with the exclamation “Hey!” which can be seen as a token to 

direct her partner’s attention to a special feature of the story and/or a prompt to elabo-

rate on the event. Yade reacts by picking up the cue and addressing the special event in 

the picture: the broken chair. Selma frequently looks over to Yade, perhaps in anticipa-

tion of a reaction to her own statement, as an indication that her turn is finished, or 

awaiting Yade’s following turn. Using the term “Yes,” Yade confirms Selma’s state-

ment, either formally or on the content-level, before conceptually expanding on the 

previously given information. In response, Selma reciprocally confirms Yade’s notion 

of the broken chair, before moving on to suggesting a solution (“someone has to […] 

fix it”).   

The second example includes the same girls looking a different picture storybook de-

picting two children who are baking cookies. 

Shared book reading example 2 

Selma:            Aber die die kann man jetz(t) essen!   

            [But you can eat them them now!] 

 Yade:     Nein, erst mal backen!  

      [No, first baking!] 
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 Selma:            Im Ofen, ne?  (blickt zu Yade)  

                         [In the oven, right? (looks over to Yade)] 

 Yade:     Ofen, ja. 

    [Oven, yes.] 

 

Yade, who mentions that the cookies have to be baked first, rejects Selma’s initial 

statement that the cookies are ready to eat. This example provides a glimpse into a 

process of active negotiation, which results in the co-creation of a new meaning. To 

sustain their interaction, Selma acknowledges her partner’s prompt and formulates her 

question of where the cookies are going to be baked to either obtain her partner’s con-

currence regarding her statement, or, again, as a means of engagement. Yade directly 

repeats the lexical notion of “oven,” accompanied with an agreement token, to display 

her concurrence. The narrative co-construction provides a space that “allows them to 

try out what they know and confirm and disconfirm use through peer assistance” 

(Philp, Adams, & Iwashita, 2014, p. 23). The girls pool their knowledge and negotiate 

content and lexical information as they jointly construct the story. This is a behavior 

can frequently be observed in the realm of peer interactions in ECEC settings (e.g., 

Küntay & Şenay, 2003).  

Through continuous exposure and practice to a variety of narratives in scaffolded con-

versations and shared storybook reading at home and in ECEC (e.g., Collins, 2010; 

Justice, Kaderavek, Fan, Sofka, & Hunt, 2009; Küntay & Şenay, 2003), children be-

come increasingly competent at organizing monologic utterances into coherent and 

cohesive messages. As a result, their narratives grow progressively more complex in 

terms of length and topics, and they depend less on assistance from a conversational 

partner (Pearson, 2002). As can also be seen in the example stories, children start in-

cluding the internal states (i.e., references to emotions, cognitions, intentions, and 

physical states) of main characters (Yade mentions the character being “sad”). Starting 

around the age of four, children typically become increasingly proficient in expressing 

characters’ perspectives through these means (Aksu-Koç, 1994; see Flavell & Miller, 

1998 for a review). 
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In summation, in their first years of life, children venture beyond personal accounts 

and begin to tell stories in play (Stadler & Ward, 2005), verbalize routines, and retell 

and relay (fictional) third-person accounts, including others’ perspectives. Each of 

these types of narratives can be found in the preschool-aged DLL’s repertoire, as fur-

ther specified in the upcoming section. 

 On the Importance of Fictional Narrative Production in Early Childhood 2.1.3

In addition to contextualized language skills (i.e., referring to the here-and-now), it is 

also crucial for preschool-aged children to acquire decontextualized language skills 

(i.e., referring to the there-and-then) to be equipped for the linguistic challenges of 

conversational language use. This classic proposition was explicated by Snow (1991): 

One major function language serves is to enable negotiation of interpersonal relationships; the skills 

relevant to interpersonal negotiation are honed through face-to-face conversations in which speakers 

and hearers may draw upon such resources as shared knowledge, gesture, interactive negotiation of 

meaning, and listener feedback. These physically, socially, and historically contextualized [sic] uses 

of language contrast with uses of language to convey novel information to audiences who are at a dis-

tance from the speaker and who may share only limited amounts of background knowledge with the 

speaker  

(p. 7)    

This type of decontextualized language can typically be found in expository and liter-

ary contexts. The production of oral narrative is therefore one central component of 

early literacy, which has been defined to consist of “the skills, knowledge, and atti-

tudes that are presumed to be developmental precursors to conventional forms of read-

ing and writing […] and the environments that support these developments” (White-

hurst & Lonigan, 1998, p. 849). For example, fictional storytelling underpins a large 

part of school curricula related to the teaching and practice of literacy skills and is 

commonly prevalent in, but not limited to, classroom activities that involve storytell-

ing, summarizing, and retelling—both orally and written.  

Narratives can serve as an effective teaching context that provides the opportunity to 

acquire decontextualized language skills for young children (Westby, 2005). As chil-

dren learn to decontextualize their thought process from the immediate here-and-now 
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to mental representations of the there-and-then, fictional narratives also expose them 

to extended, cohesive, and predominantly decontextualized discourse units characteris-

tic of written language. Linguistic areas fostered during the preschool period, includ-

ing phonology, semantics, morphology, syntax, morphology, and pragmat-

ics/discourse, all must interlink for literacy, i.e., activities and skills associated with 

print (Snow, 1991), to emerge (Dickinson & Porche, 2011). It can be argued that nar-

ratives form a bridge from oral language to literacy (Westby, 2005). In turn, narrative 

skills in the language of instruction are an important precursor and facilitator of skills 

related to academic learning (for a simplified model of this relationship, also see Fig-

ure 3 in section 2.2).   

This transition from using contextualized speech to understanding and producing de-

contextualized language is especially prevalent in the comprehension and production 

of fictional narratives. While the organization of event sequences in script narratives 

and event casts can be characterized as more contextualized, as the structure is clearly 

laid out, the nature of a fictional narrative is more decontextualized. For one, it is de-

contextualized in the spacio-temporal domain; in other words, the production of a suc-

cessful story requires the cognitive coordination and linguistic explication of a series 

of events that happened in the past or which are purely made up. Also, fictional narra-

tives are usually decontextualized from personal experience, which requires the narra-

tor to not only emphasize with the character(s) to understand their (hypothetical) mo-

tives, goals, and feelings, but to also linguistically convey their perspective through the 

use of evaluative language (Griffin, Hemphill, Camp, & Wolf, 2004; also see section 

3.3).  

All children entering the educational system have to expand their language skills 

towards the mastery of decontextualized language features, but those entering the 

German education system with little or limited previous exposure to German and those 

who continue to speak a home language other than German are faced with an 

especially considerable challenge. Limited receptive and expressive skills in the area 

of contextualized and decontextualized language can affect children’s social, emotion-

al, linguistic, cultural, and academic development (e.g., Mehta, Foorman, Branum-
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Martin, & Taylor, 2005). For example, the comprehension and production of narra-

tives has shown to be a reliable skill to distinguish typically developing mono- and 

dual-language learning children from those with language impairments (Cleave, 

Girolametto, Chen, & Johnson, 2010; Fey, Catts, Proctor-Williams, Tomblin, & 

Zhang, 2004; Gagarina et al., 2012; 2015; Paradis, Schneider, & Duncan, 2013). In 

turn, difficulty in mastering narrative skill can be viewed as a risk factor for academic 

failure (Curenton & Justice, 2004; Greenhalgh & Strong, 2001; also see section 2.2). 

For these reasons, the current work will henceforth focus on the production and sup-

port of oral fictional narrative abilities in young DLLs. In so doing, it is crucial to put 

forth a more detailed definition of the term fictional narrative. 

Fictional Narratives in Preschool-Age Children – A Working Definition 

As presented earlier, generally speaking, a fictional narrative can be viewed as a made-

up story (for example, the response to pictorial stimuli as found in a picture story-

book). Drawing on the theoretical and empirical background reviewed in this chapter, 

a fictional narrative, in the context of the current work, will be characterized via the 

following definition: 

The term fictional narrative refers to the generation of a story produced in decontex-

tualized discourse, in response to pictorial stimuli in a wordless picture book, which 

consists of at least two topic-centered utterances9 and may contain evaluative lan-

guage features. 

In this capacity, preschool fictional narrative skills provide insight in both quantitative 

and qualitative aspects of connected language production, which reflect and promote 

socio-emotionally and academically important outcomes, and thus can also inform 

about aspects of intellectual and emotional development. During the preschool age, 

this type of narrative becomes especially important because of its role in the develop-

                                              
9  

It is important to consider that young children, especially DLLs with limited L2 language skills, 

might not (yet) be able to express temporal and/or causal relationships, while still trying to linguis-

tically convey a sequence of events. Therefore, determining a minimal fictional narrative was based 

on at least two utterances linked by the same topic rather than by a conjunction.  

 



21 

 

ment of decontextualized oral language skills and its central part in school curricula 

(for both, see section 2.2). Accordingly, the more advanced and elaborative a child’s 

skill to structure and to provide descriptive details about past experiences or fictional 

accounts, the better the child is equipped to perform successfully in various academic 

areas. 

After having presented a generalized account on children’s narrative production over 

the preschool period, it is further important to specify the acquisition process for fic-

tional narrative skills. 

2.2 Emerging Fictional Narrative Skills in Child Language Development: From 

Decontextualized Language Use to Academic Language Skills 

Telling a story requires the narrator to move beyond the observable and to create 

meaning by coordinating, integrating, and encoding large amounts of information sole-

ly through language. As Tomasello conceptualizes, the child has to create a linguistic 

framework whereby “the immediate context in which a given utterance must be 

grounded is not the surrounding nonlinguistic context but rather the linguistic context 

formed by the rest of the narrative” (Tomasello, 2003, p. 244). Thus, constructing a 

narrative represents a sophisticated communicative task that requires a grasp of cogni-

tive, cultural, and complex linguistic features in the varied domains of language, espe-

cially when the narrator cannot rely on the audience having had the same experiences 

to aid them comprehend the narrative; as such, the language must be even more com-

plex.  

While there is abundant evidence linking early language abilities to children’s emer-

gent literacy skills (e.g., Dickinson & Porche, 2011), researchers are still trying to dis-

entangle the entrenched relation between fictional narrative abilities and the develop-

ment of complex ways of linguistic expression as well as of academic language skills. 

Throughout child development, the demands of oral language use change with an in-

creasing emphasis on more complex and literate language forms (Snow & Uccelli, 

2009). To be well equipped for the linguistic requirements in school, conveying the 

distinct from context, children need to have acquired some previous level of print, al-

phabet, phonological, as well as vocabulary knowledge, and a fundamental interest to 
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use literacy, because decontextualized and sophisticated oral language is a cornerstone 

of and a prerequisite for the successful participation in daily instructional activities in 

the classroom (e.g., Pearson, 2002; Snow, 2010; Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998). Fic-

tional narrative production reflects these demands of academic language use, as it 

challenges a preschool-aged child to use longer and more complex linguistic forms in 

contrast to utterances produced in conversational speech (Hadley, 1998), personal nar-

ratives (Purcell-Gates, 2001), or explanations (Peets & Bialystok, 2015).   

To successfully describe one or more events and to distinguish them from the ongoing 

present, a child has to combine its lexical-semantic and morphological knowledge 

(McCabe & Rollins, 1994; Melzi & Caspe, 2008) and produce the most complex syn-

tactical constructions on hand (Tomasello, 2003, 2008). By tapping into multiple lan-

guage features and organizational abilities simultaneously (e.g., McCabe & Bliss, 

2003; Ukrainetz, 2006), oral language discourse offers comprehensive insight into a 

child’s verbal expression skills.  

By inferring information implicitly, the narrator weaves interconnections between dif-

ferent story parts and thus manages, as Montanari puts it,  

to interpret the characters and their relations in time and space, to view the onset events as the cause of 

the protagonist’s development of a goal and a goal plan, to understand the protagonist’s failures as rele-

vant to the goal, and finally, to interpret his/her success as the end of the story.  

(2004, p. 456) 

Putting it broadly, fictional narrative production—or storytelling—is characterized by 

a considerable cognitive demand: To tell a story draws on the child’s ability to re-

member, and to temporally, spatially, and sequentially organize events (Norbury & 

Bishop, 2003) while taking into account the listener’s knowledge and perspective. Ul-

timately, the narrator has to cognitively and emotionally distance his/herself from the 

immediate to explore the remote. Through the repeated engagement in (interactive) 

narrative practices, the development of higher-level metalinguistic, metacognitive, and 

conceptual operations is promoted (Nelson, Aksu-Koç, & Johnson, 2001). 

It is therefore not surprising that research on monolingual children revealed that the 

extent to which a child can produce a coherent and cohesive narrative not only pre-

dates, but also predicts successful adaptation to academic literacy practices. In fact, 
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early cross-sectional work found a strong relationship between narrative comprehen-

sion among monolingual kindergartners and other measures of early literacy (Dickin-

son & Snow, 1987). Also, longitudinally, the narrative skills of monolingual pre-

school-age children have long been identified as one of the best predictors of later 

school achievement for children at risk for language and academic problems (Bishop 

& Edmunson, 1987; Paul & Smith, 1993; also see Figure 3).  

Furthermore, a growing body of research has demonstrated that early oral narrative 

skills are linked with emergent literacy outcomes in preschool children (Dickinson & 

McCabe, 1991) and moderately to strongly predict later reading and writing perfor-

mance. For example, Griffin and colleagues (2004) found that the ability to use eval-

uative story components at age 5 predicted children’s reading comprehension and writ-

ten narrative skills at age 8 (for further research evidence, also see Curenton, Craig, & 

Flanigan, 2008; Fey et al., 2004; Gardner-Neblett & Iruka, 2015; Neuman & Dickin-

son, 2011; Reese, Suggate, Long, & Schaughency, 2010; Speece, Roth, Cooper, & De 

La Paz, 1999; Storch & Whitehurst, 2002; Tabors, Snow, & Dickinson, 2001). In addi-

tion, later mathematical ability was also linked to preschool narrative competence 

(O'Neill, Pearce, & Pick, 2004).  

 

Figure 3.     A Simplified Model of Narrative Discourse Fostering Decontextualized Language Use    

Central for Later Academic Achievement    

In a large-scale study with DLLs, Miller and colleagues (2006) followed 1,531 Span-

ish-English learners from ECEC through third-grade and found that early lexical skills 

and grammatical complexity displayed in an oral narrative retell task accounted for a 
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significant amount of variance in both comprehension and decoding within and across 

languages.  

In conclusion, command of the language of instruction including its decontextualized 

components is the foundation for reading and overall academic success (Dickinson & 

Porche, 2011). Based on the reviewed evidence, there is reason to argue that to im-

prove educational outcomes for DLLs, an emphasis should be put on activities featur-

ing and fostering decontextualized language use, ideally beginning before entry in 

formal schooling. Building on this broader introduction on the development of fiction-

al narrative skills, the following sections will be devoted to explore more closely the 

specific ways to collect and analyze fictional narratives in preschool-aged DLLs, fol-

lowed by an in-depth study of current research literature on the fictional narrative 

skills of DLLs across and within languages as well as in comparison to their monolin-

gual peers. 
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3 Fictional Narratives in Preschool-Aged DLLs – Collection, Analysis, 

and Current State of Research  

As established in the previous chapter, oral fictional narratives (i.e. stories) represent 

complex cognitive, socio-emotional, and linguistic constructions. The challenge a pre-

school-age child faces when creating a “good” fictional narrative is considerably high-

er than producing conversational speech: As a narrator, it is required to conceptualize 

and coordinate a series of events with the production of connected utterances which 

convey character’s perspective, while only limited environmental support is offered. 

To assess a child’s oral language skills in a narrative context therefore allows the ex-

aminer to move beyond isolated utterances, and sheds insight into the child’s ability to 

use language in a decontextualized manner. Treating them as spontaneous language 

samples, children’s fictional narratives offer an ecologically valid platform, which al-

lows for the examination of a wide range of complex, and socially, emotionally, and 

academically valid, aspects of language development (e.g., Norbury, Gemmell, & 

Paul, 2014). Not only do fictional narrative generations reflect decontextualized lan-

guage use in a naturalistic setting, but they also represent a source of information 

about specific language forms (i.e., microstructure), discourse-level language skills in 

the area of story organization (i.e., macrostructure), as well as the use of evaluative 

language, and the speech production process (also see section 3.3).  

Moreover, due to the wealth of information that can be gathered in a naturalistic set-

ting, it has been argued that analyzing children’s oral fictional narratives is one of the 

most comprehensive ways to examine language development, particularly for DLL 

children from different linguistic and cultural backgrounds (e.g., Bedore, Peña, 

Gillam, & Ho, 2010; Fiestas & Peña, 2004; Gagarina et al., 2012, 2015; Gutiérrez-

Clellen, 2002; Laing & Kamhi, 2003; Peña, Gillam, & Bedore, 2014; Peña et al., 2006; 

Rhodes, Ochoa, & Ortiz, 2005; Terry, Mills, Bingham, Mansour, & Marencin, 2013). 

Because narrative discourse is a common practice in most cultures (e.g., Berman & 

Slobin, 1994; Carmiol & Sparks, 2014; Gorman, Fiestas, Peña, & Clark, 2011; Mina-

mi, 2005; Tulviste et al., 2016), the application of a criterion-referenced narrative as-

© Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden 2016
U. Licandro, Narrative Skills of Dual Language Learners, Diversität in 
Kommunikation und Sprache / Diversity in Communication and Language, 
DOI 10.1007/978-3-658-14673-3_3



   

26 

 

sessment may represent a more naturalistic assessment setting than a standardized lan-

guage assessment and may therefore be a more appropriate way to evaluate DLLs’ 

language skills (e.g., Battle, 2002; Bedore & Peña, 2008; Bedore et al., 2010; Rojas & 

Iglesias, 2009) than the sole application of standardized instruments – if those are even 

available for the particular cultural and linguistic backgrounds (American Speech-

Language-Hearing Association (ASHA), 2004; Laing & Kamhi, 2003).  

To successfully distinguish typically developing DLLs from those at risk for language 

disorders, it is crucial tough to gather information about the spectrum for narrative 

skills of typically developing populations with dissimilar language socialization pat-

terns and unbalanced language exposure. 

3.1 Narrative Sample Collection 

While a narrative assessment may offer an informative and culturally fair (see previ-

ous section) option for examining language performance, it depends on the careful 

choice of elicitation techniques and prompts/stimuli. There are many ways to collect a 

narrative sample in DLL preschoolers, the choice clearly depending on the purpose 

and future plans for analysis. Although there is lack of evidence concerning effective 

strategies for the reliable assessment of preschoolers’ personal stories (Spencer & Slo-

cum, 2010), children’s fictional narrative construction abilities can be captured relia-

bly (e.g., Reese, Sparks, & Suggate, 2012). To elicit a fictional narrative, an examiner 

will typically either ask a child to a) reproduce a previously heard narrative (story re-

tell/recall task), or to b) create a novel story (unguided) in response to a prompt (story 

generation/production task) (Hughes et al., 1997). Because most children are familiar 

with fictional narrative discourse through shared storybook reading, storybook 

prompts are often used in these tasks (Curenton & Lucas, 2007). 

Comparing the two, story retells bear the disadvantage that the given model might 

heavily influence the overall story organization and elements applied and that it places 

additional language processing demands (Gutiérrez-Clellen, 2002). Therefore, it has 

been argued that the retelling task might represent more a measure of children’s com-

prehension of story elements (Nelson, 2007), confounding narrative ability with 
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memory skills (Berman & Slobin, 1994). In turn, story generation might be a better 

reflection of children’s actual ability to globally construct a story, because it allows 

children to lay out their own narrative structure.  

3.2 The Development of Fictional Narratives Produced in Response to a Picture-

Based Storybook  

The prototypical developmental trajectory of independent oral fictional narrative pro-

duction, as assessed by picture prompts, has historically been established through re-

search with monolingual children from English and rarely other language-speaking 

backgrounds (for an overview, also Berman & Slobin, 1994; Hughes et al., 1997; 

Pearson & de Villiers, 2005). The following aspects of narrative development have 

been identified: 

Children aged 3 to 4 often seem to merely describe and comment on events depicted in 

the pictures and treat each story scene as an isolated event—referred to as “heaps” by 

Applebee (1978) and isolated description by Stein and Glenn (1979)—, rather than 

constructing a coherent and cohesive story. In addition to producing these pre-

narratives, children in this age range will occasionally produce minimal narrative se-

quences as characterized by a short chain of temporally related events and notions 

about time. Consequently, Botting (2002) infered that young children are likely to cre-

ate structurally incomplete stories (Peterson & McCabe, 1983; Shapiro & Hudson, 

1991) with fewer words, shorter story lengths, and less complex syntax.  

Over time temporally organized chains of events become more and more common, 

while the focus still often lies on the most salient pictures, rather than the most im-

portant events (Pearson & de Villiers, 2005). Children will start producing causal 

structures first, which typically relate local or adjacent events in lieu of global story 

schemes (Trabasso & Rodkin, 1994). At roughly 5 years of age, typically developing 

children from middle-income homes are usually able to produce narratives that are 

chronologically structured and sequential. However, they are often not able to sustain 

the organization throughout and will frequently end their stories at the high point ra-

ther than with a conclusion and/or an explanation (e.g., Peterson & McCabe, 1991). 

Even more experienced narrators, beginning at 5 to 7 years of age, will construct nar-
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ratives around an action structure, that is, an internally coherent narrative that consists 

of an initial goal, attempts to reach the goal, and an outcome (Berman & Slobin, 

1994). Here, content and organization both work together to convey the message.  

Furthermore, while 4- and 5-year-old monolingual children start to include evaluative 

language features in their fictional narratives, they are usually small in number and 

variation (Bamberg & Damrad-Frye, 1991). 

In the area of syntactic development, there is evidence that the production of connec-

tivity, which reflects on the use of conjunctions creating coordinating, temporal, 

and/or causal connections between utterances, becomes more sophisticated in terms of 

types and tokens produced over the preschool period. The coordinating conjunction 

“and” is the earliest and most ubiquitous marker of connectivity in children’s narra-

tives, later followed by temporal and causal connections. Typically developing 5-year-

olds are able to connect sentences together cohesively by using additive and temporal 

markers, such as “and” as well as “then” (Peterson & McCabe, 1991). Shapiro & Hud-

son (1991) found that 6-year-olds produced stories with a greater proportion of tem-

poral connectives relative to the narratives generated by 4-year-olds, while Curenton 

and Justice (2004) reported that 4- and 5-year-olds use significantly more conjunctions 

than 3-year-olds when generating a fictional story in response to a wordless picture 

book.  

Notably though, even if children at the late preschool age are considered to be in 

command of their syntactic system, creating sustained discourse still poses a challenge 

(Hickmann, 2003). Overall, children’s narrative performances in the preschool-age are 

highly variable based on the ongoing acquisition of skills necessary to create complete 

and complex stories, e.g., in the areas of vocabulary, complex grammatical forms, as 

well as discourse organization. As has been confirmed for child narrators from differ-

ent language and cultural backgrounds, well-formed global-level organization of nar-

rative structure typically does not emerge until around ages of 9 to 10 (Berman, 2009), 

while rhetorical expressiveness further consolidates through adolescence and adult-

hood (Berman & Slobin, 1994). 
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Comparable to the development of monolingual children, research including DLLs 

showed that these children also show a gradual sophistication of their oral fictional 

narratives skills. That is, while 4-year-olds may still describe events (Muñoz, Gillam, 

Peña, & Gulley-Faehnle, 2003), at the late preschool age, typically developing DLLs’ 

fictional narratives can be expected to manifest autonomous text construction, while 

maturation in narrative global organization (Heilmann, Miller, & Nockerts, 2010; 

Heilmann, Miller, Nockerts, & Dunaway, 2010; Muñoz et al., 2003; Ukrainetz et al., 

2005) and content and form (Greenhalgh & Strong, 2001) continues through the 

school-age (for a more in-depth analysis of young DLLs’ oral narrative performances, 

see section 3.4).  

After this broad overview, it is important to put forth a more detailed approach on nar-

rative analysis, which allows a deeper insight into DLLs’ preschool fictional narrative 

skills.  

3.3 Foundations of a Comprehensive Framework for Analyzing Fictional 

Narrative Productions 

A child's ability to independently compose a novel fictional narrative for a naïve lis-

tener (e.g., based on pictorial prompts as found in a storybook), requires a certain de-

gree of command of the target language lexicon and morpho-syntax; however, it also 

requires cognitive-linguistic interface skills to produce the essential compo-

nents/events of a coherent story, such as in establishing the setting and describing an 

initiating event, a response, and an outcome (Gutiérrez-Clellen, 2012; Schneider, 

Hayward, & Dubé, 2006). Furthermore, evaluative devices are needed to help transmit 

the character perspective and, as such, the point of the story. Given the complex nature 

of child narrative discourse, it is compelling yet impossible to capture the structure of 

narrative discourse by any single tool or analysis. Also, in many countries, such as 

Germany, no norm-referenced instruments currently exist to capture children’s narra-

tive skills on a discourse and linguistic level. However, a criterion-referenced assess-

ment can be applied to narrative language samples (Bedore, Peña, Gillam, & Ho, 

2010; Hughes et al., 1997; Laing & Kamhi, 2003) to assess the inclusion of selected 

linguistic structures and their interrelatedness in narrative discourse (Petersen, Gillam, 
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& Gillam, 2008). A multi-faceted and integrative framework is necessary to adequate-

ly capture these various skills.   

As presented in Figure 4 and in the upcoming sections, this analytical framework10 

should consider skills in the areas of narrative macrostructure, referring to the global 

scheme of a produced story structure, microstructure, representing the linguistic fea-

tures expressing the narrative content, and evaluative language, which is used to 

transmit the story characters’ perspective as well as the speech planning and produc-

tion processes involved in the oral expression of a story. Furthermore, aspects of the 

speech production process can be targeted. It is obvious that a strong relationship be-

tween these distinct levels of observation should be assumed.  

 

 

                                              
10

  Another framework for the linguistic analysis of narrative discourse was established by Berman 

and Slobin (1994; also see Berman, 2005) and is based on the analysis of form, i.e., linguistic and 

expressive devices, and function, i.e., the purposes these forms serve in narrative constructions 

(see, for example, Kupersmitt, Yifat, & Blum-Kulka, 2014; Minami, 2005). Also, narratives have 

been analyzed with a focus on coherence (i.e., the structure of a story with event sequences ideally 

related to each other in a meaningful way, e.g., Shapiro & Hudson, 1991) and cohesion (i.e., the 

linguistic devices used to link the utterances, e.g., Cain, 2003). However, in communication sci-

ences and disorders, analytic frameworks targeting narrative micro- and macrostructure are by far 

the most common choice and offer the most detailed analyses (e.g., Petersen, 2011).  

Figure 4 Interconnected Layers of Fictional Narrative Production and Analysis 
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Narrative Microstructure 

Narrative analysis on the microstructure level is invested in documenting the use of 

lexical, morphological, and syntactic properties applied in the construction of a narra-

tive. It is therefore an overarching term representing internal properties and structures 

children use in their narratives that increase narrative clarity and cohesive adequacy on 

the word and grammatical level (e.g., Justice et al., 2006, 2010; Justice, Sofka, & 

McGinty, 2007).  

Measures of narrative microstructure have traditionally included indicators of  

- productivity, e.g., total number of words, total number of communication units 

(C-units) 

- lexical diversity, e.g., number of different words and/or lemmas 

- syntactic complexity, e.g., mean length of utterance/C-unit in words 

(see Gagarina et al., 2012; 2015; Justice et al., 2006; Mills, 2015) 

Therefore, these skills are highly language-dependent, drawing on the lexical and 

morpho-syntactical knowledge of DLLs in their respective languages. 

Narrative Macrostructure 

Other than micro-level analysis of oral narrative productions, narrative macrostructure 

focuses on discourse rather than word or sentence-level components. More specifical-

ly, narrative macrostructure comprises skills referring to the composition and represen-

tation of hierarchically and sequentially organized event sequences, which allow the 

understanding and verbalization of narrative discourse (Hickmann, 2003) and thus rep-

resents the general characteristics of a narrative, such as the global thematic organiza-

tion of main ideas (Hughes et al, 1997). This way, the macrostructure reflects the 

global story organization of a narrative across utterances. These skills are multiply 

determined, drawing for example on a child’s expressive language skills, age, causal 

thinking, and cultural experiences (e.g., Cárdenas-Hagan, Carlson, & Pollard-

Durodola, 2007; Gorman et al., 2011; Justice et al., 2010; Laurent, Nicoladis, & Ma-

rentette, 2015; Melzi, Schick, & Bostwick, 2013; Montanari, 2004) and therefore have 

been of special interest in the study of DLLs’ narrative development.  
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Story Grammar. Historically, children’s macrolevel discourse skills have been as-

sessed by the inclusion of story grammar elements, which offers a framework for de-

riving the specific aspects to be expressed in a sequence of utterances to create a hier-

archically and sequentially organized story.  

One well-known concept of this story grammar
11

 approach has been specified by the 

pioneering work of Stein and Glenn (1979, 1982) and the more recent work from 

Lucero (2015) as well as Terry and colleagues (2013). It focuses on two major compo-

nents of typical and well-formed fictional narratives (e.g., those found in storybooks): 

the setting and the episode system. While the setting provides orienting and contextual 

information about the character and the initial situation, the episode system consists of 

different referential subcategories, all of which are basic units constitutive of stories: 

- Initiating events  

- Internal responses  

- Plans  

- Actions  

- Consequences 

- Reactions  

Overall, this approach posits a coherent narrative to be goal-directed
12

 from the main 

character’s viewpoint (Reese et al., 2011). Story grammar research has been widely 

applied to the study of fictional narrative skills in children, including DLLs with and 

without language impairment (e.g., Cleave et al., 2010; Iluz-Cohen & Walters, 2012; 

Fiestas & Peña, 2004; Gagarina et al., 2012; 2015; Guitiérrez-Clellen et al., 2008; 

Pearson, 2001, 2002; Uccelli & Paéz, 2007).  

Episodic Structure. Therefore, to more closely capture the complexity of a narrative, 

an assessment should incorporate the expression of story grammar features together 

with elements pertaining to narrative cohesion (such as additive, temporal, and causal 

                                              
11  

Story grammar has also been referred to as narrative structure, story schema, or story elements (for 

an overview, see Hickmann, 2003). 

12
  This feature distinguishes the story grammar model from approaches in the linguistic tradition 

which do not presuppose a goal-directedness of narrative events (see Reese et al., 2011). 
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connectors). For example, for clinical purposes, it is well established to holistically 

assess the overall maturity of narrative organization (e.g., Paul, 2007), which may also 

be used when comparing a DLL child’s narrative ability across its languages (e.g., Ga-

garina et al., 2015). To aid with the procedure, Westby (2005) designed a decision tree 

based on Glenn and Stein’s (1980) classification of types of story structures featuring a 

flow chart that guides the process of assessing a narrative production from a descrip-

tive sequence to a complete episode (for further information, and a depiction of such 

flow chart, also see section 4.4.2).  

Furthermore, researchers have argued to also assess the use of evaluative language 

components13 (e.g., Curenton & Justice, 2004; Gagarina et al., 2012, 2015; Hipfner-

Boucher, 2011; Heilmann, Miller, Nockerts, & Dunaway, 2010; Petersen et al., 2008). 

Evaluative Language Use 

In the production of an advanced narrative, it is not only important to convey the 

“landscape of action“ (Bruner, 1986, p.99)—that is, what happens to the story’s char-

acters—but also to deliver the “landscape of consciousness“ (Bruner, 1986, p. 99)—

that being the interpretation and verbalization of what those involved in the action in-

tent, feel, or believe. When developing fictional narrative competence (i.e. a narrative 

genre where the represented content does not converge with a personal experience of 

the representing narrator), the child’s use of evaluative language is particularly im-

portant, because the adequate incorporation of evaluative expressions helps to build 

the character’s perspective, which is crucial in conveying the point of a story (Eaton, 

Collis, & Lewis, 1999; Bamberg & Damrad-Frye, 1991; Peterson & McCabe, 1983; 

Shiro, 2003), and has been connected to the development of friendships and self-

concept (Fivush, Haden, & Reese, 2006). Therefore, children need to acquire the abil-

ity to use evaluative expressions, for example, through the use of internal state lan-

guage or character dialogue (see below). 

                                              
13  

Strictly speaking, both narrative cohesion and evaluative language can be seen as microstructural 

features. However, to emphasize their contribution to narrative complexity, they are presented here 

in a separate area.   
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Preschool-age children begin to apply aspects of evaluative language, especially when 

telling fictional stories supported by picture prompts (e.g., Curenton & Justice, 2004). 

For example, Curenton (2011) found that 3-to-5-year old monolingual preschoolers 

who created narratives that included the character’s motives and/or intentions also had 

higher cognitive skills. With growing age and experience, the frequency and range of 

used terms increases (Eaton, Collis, & Lewis, 1999; Griffin et al, 2004; Peterson & 

McCabe, 1983; Ukrainetz et al., 2005).  

A way of approaching narrative evaluation is by analyzing the tokens and the frequen-

cy inclusion of specific (microstructural) linguistic features representing evaluative 

aspects, among which are (adopted from Hipfner-Boucher, 2011, Shiro, 2003 and 

Tager-Flusberg & Sullivan, 1995):    

- Modifiers (adjectives and adverbs) to increase the explicitness of character, ob-

ject, time, manner, place, and event descriptions (e.g., finally, really bad ) 

- Internal state language 

 emotional states (e.g., sad, happy) 

 cognitions (e.g., think, believe, know) 

 intentions (e.g., want, try) 

 physical states (e.g., tired, hurt) 

- Character dialogue (both direct, e.g., He said, “I will find you” and free, e.g., 

“Where are you, frog?”) 

Speech Production Process 

Another measure to be considered in oral fictional narrative production refers to the 

area of linguistic fluency: It is a common phenomenon in oral language production 

that speakers interrupt themselves to repair their communication, use repetitions, filled 

pauses, and revise their language (see Table 1); for example, when they realize they 

made a mistake, or when they decide to modify their message (Levelt, 1989). Loban 

(1976) introduced the collective term mazes for such series of words, initial parts of 

words, or unattached fragments, which do not contribute meaning to the ongoing flow 
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of language. This verbal behavior might be especially prevalent when trying to express 

a complicated or abstract idea, which is not yet fully developed. 

Table 1.   Examples of Mazes Produced by DLLs 

Types of mazes  Examples from Child Narrative Productions 

Repetitions - Dann dann geht der nach draußen. [Then then he goes outside.] 

- Und und hat hat Frosch gefunden. [And and has has found frog.] 

Filled Pauses - Da kommt ähm ein ähm Tier. [There comes uhm an uhm animal.] 

Language Revisions - Und ihre diese Schuhe liegen da. [And her these shoes lie there.] 

- Und das war noch ihre Hund war immer noch da. [And it still was her 

dog was still there.] 

- Da sind zw da sind viele Bienen. [There are tw there are many bees.] 

Note. Examples taken from DLLs’ narrative productions presented in this work (Study I). 

 

Thus, the use of such mazes in extended dialogue, such as in narratives, may give in-

sights into the internal processes of language formulation and has been discussed as a 

predictor of language competence (e.g., Bedore, Fiestas, Peña, & Nagy, 2006; Net-

telbladt & Hansson, 1999). As previously argued, when generating a narrative, the 

child narrator has to coordinate and convey the overall story plot and the usage of ap-

propriate lexical and syntactic information. Therefore, in contrast to conversationally 

produced speech, he or she is challenged to use more complex language, promoting 

incidences of language formulation difficulties (Leadholm & Miller, 1992). Children 

with specific language impairment (SLI) demonstrate higher production of mazes in 

their language samples than do typically developing children (Nettelbladt & Hansson, 

1999), which makes them an important clinical marker. In narrative production, fre-

quent self-interruptions, revisions, and hesitations often occur to the detriment of lin-

guistic cohesiveness while the likelihood of loss of the accessibility to referents in-

creases (Montanari, 2004).  



   

36 

 

In summation, assessing child narrative abilities in both a micro- and macrostructural 

framework is well-established, for mono- as well as for dual-language learning chil-

dren (see section 3.1). As the analysis of evaluative language aspects provides insight 

into the development of the ability to express character perspective in reflecting 

awareness of intentionality and goal-directed behavior of protagonists, and thus into 

the ability to deliver the story’s point, it should also be considered when attempting to 

gather a holistic impression of a child’s narrative skills. Especially when assessing 

DLLs oral narrative abilities, an additional measure of the speech production process, 

for example by an analysis of maze use, provides further insight into linguistic 

strengths and weaknesses.  

After having explored the importance of fictional narrative skills in DLLs’ language 

development and how they can be assessed and analyzed, how these skills actually 

develop over the preschool period will next be examined. Before focusing on current 

research evidence on structural fictional narrative skills of DLLs in the preschool age, 

a broader overview will first be provided.  

3.4 Narrative Skills in Preschool-Age Dual Language Learners  

While narrative developmental patterns are well-established for monolinguals speak-

ers, there is only limited information regarding the narrative abilities of DLLs. How-

ever, often motivated by the close connection of narrative abilities and academic lan-

guage skills, in recent years, more and more studies have emerged. Overall, existing 

work on the narrative abilities of young DLLs is mainly informed from three different 

research perspectives: Firstly, by exploring relations of within-language measures of 

narrative competence longitudinally and cross-sectionally; secondly, by conducting 

cross-linguistic comparisons of DLLs’ narrative performance in each of their lan-

guages; and thirdly, by comparing aspects of DLLs’ narrative productions to the narra-

tive performances of monolingual samples.  

While Table 2 offers an overview of studies examining aspects of fictional narrative 

production in preschool-age DLLs, selected research evidence will be discussed in 

more detail in the upcoming sections.  
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Table 2.       Overview of Peer-Reviewed Research Evidence on Fictional Narrative Generative Abili-

ties in Preschool- to Early School-Age DLLs 

Author(s) 

(Year) 

DLL Partici-

pants 

(Mage years; 

months) 

Languages Spo-

ken (Country) 

Narrative Task 

(Type of Prompt) 

Selected Aspects of Nar-

rative Analysis 
 

LONGITUDINAL AND CROSS-AGE EVIDENCE 

Kupersmitt 

et al. 

(2014) 

20 preschoolers 

(6;2) 

 

Various first lan-

guages (home 

exposure), He-

brew (Israel) 

Story generation (pic-

ture sequence) 

Story grammar elements, 

connectivity, number of 

clauses 

Laurent et 

al. (2015) 

10 4-to 5-year-

olds 

(4;4 months) 

 

French (home & 

school exposure), 

English (home 

exposure) (Cana-

da) 

Story generation (2 

cartoon segments, in 

total 6 minutes) 

Story structure, TNW, 

NDW 

Melzi et al. 

(2013) 

Time I: 118 4-

year-olds (4;5) 

Time II: 39 5-

year-olds (5;10) 

Spanish (home 

exposure), Eng-

lish (USA) 

Story generation (pic-

ture book) 

Story grammar, evaluative 

language use, conversa-

tional autonomy 

Montanari 

(2004) 

3 5-year-olds 

(5;6) 

Spanish (home 

exposure), Eng-

lish (USA) 

Story generation (pic-

ture book: Frog Story) 

Overall action structure, 

cohesion, temporal per-

spective, evaluative lan-

guage use 

Muñoz et 

al. (2003) 

12 under 5-year-

olds (4;3), 12 

over 5-year-old 

(5;3) 

Spanish (home 

and school expo-

sure), English 

(home and school 

exposure) (USA) 

Story generation (pic-

ture book: Frog Story) 

Story grammar, TNW, 

NDW, TNCU, MLCU, 

grammatical C-units 

Uccelli & 

Pàez 

(2007) 

24 kindergar-

teners (5; 6) 

Spanish (home 

exposure), Eng-

lish (USA)  

Story generation (pic-

ture sequences) 

Story Score (composite), 

NDW, TNW 

CROSS-LINGUISTIC EVIDENCE 

Fiestas & 

Peña 

(2004) 

12 4- to 6-year-

olds (no mean 

age provided) 

Spanish (home 

exposure), Eng-

lish (USA) 

Story generation (Frog 

Story and single-

picture-prompt) 

 

Story grammar elements, 

MLCU, NCU, TNW, 

grammatical utterances 

Fiestas et 

al. (2005) 

30 4-to 7-year-

olds (6;0) 

Spanish (home 

exposure), Eng-

lish (USA) 

Story generation (pic-

ture book: Frog Story) 

Maze use 

Iluz-Cohen 

& Walters 

(2012) 

8 5-to 6-year-

olds (5;11)  

English (home 

exposure), He-

brew (Israel) 

Story generation (pic-

ture book) 

Story grammar elements, 

MLU, lexical and morpho-

syntactical measures, 

code-switching 

Uccelli & 

Pàez 

(2007) 

 

 

 

see above 
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Author(s) 

(Year) 

DLL Partici-

pants 

(Mage years; 

months) 

Languages Spo-

ken (Country) 

Narrative Task 

(Type of Prompt) 

Selected Aspects of Nar-

rative Analysis 

 

EVIDENCE FROM COMPARING MONO- AND DUAL-LANGUAGE LEARNERS 

Blom & 

Boerma 

(2015, 

July) 

31 5-to-6 year-

olds (not pro-

vided), with and 

without LI 

Various first lan-

guages (home 

exposure), Dutch 

(Netherlands) 

Story generation and 

retell of picture se-

quences (MAIN; Gaga-

rina et al., 2012) 

Story production (compo-

site), number of internal 

state terms 

Cleave et 

al. (2010) 

12 (4;4), with LI  

 

Various first lan-

guages (home 

exposure), Eng-

lish (Canada) 

Story generation (pic-

ture sequences, EN-

NI
a
); Story retell (Ren-

frew Bus Story
b
) 

Story grammar elements, 

complexity index, infor-

mation units, TNU, noun 

phrases, literate language 

features 

Fiestas et 

al. (2005) 

see above 

Paradis & 

Kirova 

(2014) 

21 4-to 5-year-

olds (4;8) 

Various languages 

(home exposure), 

English (Canada) 

Story generation (pic-

ture sequences, ENNI
a
) 

Story grammar (compo-

site), MLU, complex sen-

tences, NDW, referring 

expressions 

Peets & 

Bialystok 

(2015) 

25 5- to 6-year-

olds (5;5) 

 

Various first lan-

guages, English 

(Canada) 

Story generation (pic-

ture book: Frog Story)  

Genre features, TNW, 

NDW, MLU, syntactic and 

morphological errors 

Resendiz 

et al. 

(2014) 

88 4-to 6-year-

olds (4;10) 

Spanish (home 

exposure), Eng-

lish (USA) 

Story generation (pic-

ture book: not speci-

fied) 

Grammaticality scores  

 

EVIDENCE ON THE ROLE OF EXPRESSIVE LANGUAGE SKILLS 

Bedore et 

al. (2006) 

22 4-to 7-year-

olds (5;9) 

Spanish (home 

exposure), Eng-

lish (USA) 

Story generation (pic-

ture books: Frog Sto-

ries) 

TNCU, NDW, MLCU, 

maze use 

Bedore et 

al. (2010) 

170 5-to-6-year-

olds (5;7) 

Spanish (home 

exposure), Eng-

lish (USA) 

Story generation (pic-

ture books: Frog Sto-

ries) 

TNU, NDW, MLU, 

grammatical utterances 

Laurent et 

al. (2015) 

see above 

Lofranco 

et al. 

(2006) 

8 6- to 7 year-

olds (7;7) 

 

Filipino (home 

exposure), Eng-

lish (USA) 

Story generation and 

retell (picture books) 

Stories produced in Eng-

lish: complexity score 

(composite), TNCU, 

TNW, TTR, MLU, maze 

use  

Montanari 

(2004) 

see above 

Uccelli & 

Pàez 

(2007) 

see above 

 

 

Longitudinal and Cross-Age Evidence  

Note. For longitudinal studies reaching past the preschool age, only data for preschool-aged participants is 

provided. NDW = number of different words, MLCU = mean length of C-unit, MLU = mean length of utter-

ance, TNCU = total number of C-units, TNU = total number of utterances, TNW = total number of words, 

TTR = type-token-ratio. 
a
 Glasgow & Cowley, 1994. 

b
 ENNI = Edmonton Narrative Norms Instrument 

(Schneider, Hayward, & Dubé, 2006). 
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Like their monolingual peers, DLLs make changes on the length of their narratives and 

their use of macro- and microstructures as their narrative productions become more 

sophisticated over the preschool period and into their formal school years.  

Longitudinal studies tracking the development of microstructural features within lan-

guages from ECEC into the early school age found high inter-individual variability, as 

displayed by high numbers of standard deviations, and an increase in total number of 

words, number of different words, and mean length of utterance in both of DLLs’ lan-

guages (Bedore et al., 2010; Laurent et al., 2015; Miller, et al., 2006; Muñoz et al., 

2003; Uccelli & Páez, 2007).  

For example, Uccelli and Páez (2007) conducted a longitudinal study of narrative 

skills and vocabulary development in 24 DLLs who were exposed to Spanish at home 

and to English at both ECEC and school, respectively; in addition, all came from low 

socio-economic backgrounds. In ECEC and in first grade, self-generated fictional nar-

ratives were collected in both languages. On the microstructure level, narratives were 

assessed via total number of words and number of different words. For English narra-

tives, only the latter was found to be a sensitive developmental measure. Also, they 

reported significant developmental gains in both Spanish and English fictional narra-

tive macrostructure (as measured in story structure levels) from kindergarten to first 

grade on a story generation task. Analyses revealed higher story structure scores in L2 

(English) versus L1 (Spanish) narratives.  

Laurent and colleagues (2015), who collected story generations in response to cartoon 

sequences from preschool-to school-aged English-French DLLs, also found that older 

children’s narratives in both languages included more story structure elements. Simi-

larly, Montanari (2004) examined the narrative generations of three 5-year-olds (Span-

ish-English DLLs) at one time point in preschool and again six months later and re-

ported a qualitative increase in macrostructure use, with ongoing support of both lan-

guages provided. 

Finally, Spanish-speaking preschoolers growing up in the United States displayed 

higher levels of complexity in the areas of both narrative macrostructure evaluative 

language use at age 5 in comparison to age 4 (Melzi et al., 2013).  



   

40 

 

Cross-Linguistic Evidence  

Examining fictional narrative production from a cross-linguistic perspective, Berman 

and Slobin’s seminal publication (1994) featured analyses of stories generated in re-

sponse to the wordless picture book “Frog, where are you?” (Mayer, 1969) obtained 

from monolingual children and adult speakers of English, German, Spanish, Hebrew, 

and Turkish. Comparisons across age groups and languages revealed considerable pat-

tern consistency, so that the researchers discussed that  

the choice of components to be expressed is governed by a quite general development of shared percep-

tual and cognitive abilities, rather than by the dictates of language-particular forms of expression. 

 (Berman & Slobin, 1994, p. 53) 

This view (also see Berman, 2001) has been supported by research evidence compar-

ing macrolevel narrative skills of mono- and dual-language learners.  

For example, Fiestas and Peña (2004) elicited story generations via wordless picture 

books in both English and Spanish from 12 balanced DLLs between the ages of 4 and 

6. While subsequent macrostructural analyses revealed variations in the inclusion of 

selected story grammar aspects between the two languages–specifically, initiating 

events and attempts were more often included in Spanish, while English narratives 

included more consequences–overall story grammar ratings were similar regardless of 

language used, suggesting an overall comparable level of narrative complexity. This 

finding was confirmed by an Israeli study on English-Hebrew DLLs, where Iluz-

Cohen and Walters (2012) reported story grammar use across two story generations 

and across languages to be similar in 5- to 6-year-olds. Similarly, Uccelli and Paéz 

(2007) found clear cross-linguistic associations for narrative macrostructure, as ECEC 

Spanish story scores predicted first-grade English narrative quality even when control-

ling for the effects of English vocabulary and English narrative productivity.  

To gain further insight into the role of dual-language learning for narrative production, 

further research has compared DLLs’ performance to children growing up monolin-

gually.  
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Evidence from Comparing Mono- and Dual-Language Learners 

Blom & Boerma (2015, July) reported that the use of macrostructure in a self-

generated story in response to a wordless picture book did not differ between groups of 

thirty-one 5-to-6-year old monolingual and sequential learners of Dutch. Furthermore, 

in the area of evaluative language use, the study offered emerging evidence that DLLs 

used slightly more internal state terms than monolingual children. This also seems to 

be the case in children with SLI: Cleave and colleagues (2010) compared the inclusion 

of story grammar aspects in the narratives of 5- to 6-year-old DLLs with SLI and re-

ported no differences between English monolingual children and predominantly Eng-

lish-speaking DLLs. 

While skills at the macrolevel seem comparable between same-aged mono- and dual-

language learners, a different picture emerges when also taking microlevel narrative 

skills into account. For example, Paradis and Kirova (2014) examined the L2 fictional 

narrative generations of 21 DLL 4-to 5-year-old children in comparison to monolin-

gual norms (standardized narrative assessment ENNI, Schneider et al., 2006). While 

children’s macrolevel skills were in close proximity to the monolingual norm, DLLs 

reached lower measures in the area of narrative microstructure (i.e., utterance length, 

sentence complexity, lexical diversity, and use of referring expressions in first men-

tions)14. In fact, differences in narrative expression on the microstructure level may 

persist into adolescence (Gámez et al., 2015).  

A possible explanation is that the production of narrative macrostructure, referring to a 

story’s global organization and coherence, is driven more by global cognitive aspects 

and thus universally acquired across DLLs’ languages, so that it more easily translates 

from one language to the other. Meanwhile, narrative microstructure refers to 

measures of linguistic composition of the narrative; that is, skills more dependent on 

specific language-dependent grammar and vocabulary knowledge (Gagarina et al., 

2015; Paradis & Kirova, 2014).  

                                              
14  

The only microstructure skill not different was a measure of productivity, namely total number in 

words. However, this might not be surprising, as the overall productivity rate is less influenced by 

lexical and grammar proficiency than for example lexical diversity (Paradis & Kirova, 2014). 
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This notion is supported by Squires and colleagues’ (2014) research findings in the 

area of narrative retell: While typically developing preschool-age DLLs’ macrostruc-

ture scores in Spanish (home exposure) predicted macrostructure scores in English 

(school exposure) in first grade, the same relation was not found for microstructure 

measures. As such, it was concluded that children “transferred conceptually dependent 

narrative skills easily, but then had to learn independently the nuances of each lan-

guage to be successful using literate language” (Squires et al., 2014, p. 60). Note 

though that a study conducted by Resendiz, Henrich, Domsch, & Belasco (2014) re-

ported no differences between grammaticality scores in narratives of typically devel-

oping four-year-olds DLLs and those growing up monolingually.  

Evidence on the Role of Expressive Language Skills  

Children who are highly fluent in and who receive continuous input from both of their 

languages seem to have similar fictional narrative skills in both of their languages. 

Laurent and colleagues (2015) collected fictional story generations of preschool- to 

school-aged DLLs who were highly fluent in each of their languages—English and 

French—and reported no across-language differences in the macro- and microlevel 

elaborateness of children’s narratives at any age. Across language comparisons re-

vealed moderate correlations for micro-level measures (word types, r = .40; word to-

kens, r = .30) and high correlations for macro-level measures (number of included 

scenes, r = .60; story structure, r = .58), indicating an age-related and simultaneous 

growth in fictional narrative abilities. Other work including preschool-age DLLs expe-

riencing equal input in their languages also reported microlevel ratings of narrative 

productivity and syntactic complexity (number of words, number of communication 

units, mean length of communication units, etc.) to be similar across languages (Fies-

tas & Peña, 2004).  

This relationship changes, however, when varying expressive language skills are at 

play (i.e., from children experiencing varying language input in their respective lan-

guages). For example, Bedore and colleagues (2010) analyzed the spontaneous oral 

narratives of 170 preschool-age children who were learning Spanish from birth on and 



43 

 

who were either simultaneous or sequential learners of English. Within languages, lex-

ical (as measured by number of different words (NDW) and grammatical domains (as 

measured by mean length of utterance (MLU) were highly and significantly correlated 

(English MLU and English NDW: r = .57, p < .001). Furthermore, they reported weak 

correlations for MLU across languages of simultaneous and sequential DLLs (r = .26, 

p < .001), while no significant correlations emerged for lexical diversity (r = .12, ns). 

In children’s English-language narratives, levels of language ability as assessed by a 

standardized test were correlated with microlevel narrative abilities, specifically MLU 

(as a measure of grammatical complexity) and NDW (as a measure of lexical diversi-

ty). 

Another area possibly affected by linguistic knowledge is speech production, as often 

assessed via maze use (see section 3.3). Findings of Lofranco, Peña, and Bedore 

(2006) suggested that maze use might be related to level of exposure to another lan-

guage. The researchers collected English-language narrative generations and retells of 

eight 6- and 7-year-old Filipino American children who were exposed to Filipino at 

home, but were all dominant speakers of English, according to parental report. While 

complexity and productivity measures were reported to be consistent with narratives 

from monolingual English children, bilingual children displayed greater variability on 

utterance-level maze use that was likely related to amount and language input patterns, 

such that higher levels of exposure to Filipino and a lower number of years of expo-

sure to English yielded higher maze use.  

Furthermore, Bedore and colleagues (2006) compared the spontaneous fictional narra-

tive productions of 22 4- to 7-year-old (M = 5 years, 9 months) DLLs who were main-

ly acquiring Spanish at home and English in the ECEC and school environment and 

who were either functionally monolingual (exposure to one of the languages less than 

20% of the time) or bilingual. When producing stories in English, the functionally bi-

lingual children produced on average 13% of utterances including mazes15. While 

there was a trend for higher maze use in functional bilinguals, it was not statistically 

                                              
15  

Maze use was assessed by calculating the number of utterances with mazes over utterances without 

mazes. 
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significant, so that it was concluded that rates of maze production were similar be-

tween both groups. Further analyses revealed a positive correlation between maze use 

and language productivity (mean length of utterance, number of words) in each lan-

guage. It was concluded that bilingual children do not necessarily display greater lev-

els of linguistic uncertainty, as expressed by maze use, than do their functionally mon-

olingual peers. However, speakers with larger vocabularies (as determined by parent 

and teacher report) may have more uncertainty in word selection resulting in higher 

maze use. 

Finally, Fiestas and colleagues (2005) assessed the use of maze words over total words 

produced in spontaneous storybook generations from 30 typically developing children 

from Spanish-English-speaking backgrounds who were, on average, 6 years old. Chil-

dren exposed to both languages, but who were functionally monolingual, displayed on 

average 14.2% of maze uses, while functional bilinguals produced on average 20.2% 

of maze words, which did not yield statistical significance (Fiestas, Bedore, Peña, & 

Nagy, 2005). 

Importantly, expressive language skills also seem to play a central role when creating 

macrolevel structures. Montanari (2004) examined the development of narrative com-

petence in three 5-to 6-year-old Spanish-English DLLs with different English profi-

ciency levels in the areas of overall structuring, evaluation, use of temporal perspec-

tive, and referential expressions. Similar to previously presented studies, Montanari 

found an increase with age across and within a child’s languages and reported the abil-

ity to express aspects of narrative macrostructure to be acquired across languages, i.e., 

universally, and to be applicable language-independently. However, Montanari also 

emphasized the importance of linguistic proficiency in this process: Both narrative 

coherence and cohesion might suffer when the learner’s array of linguistic devices in 

the respective language is very limited (2004). Along these lines, in Uccelli and Páez’ 

(2007) study, expressive vocabulary was positively and moderately associated with 

narrative macrostructure in both of the children’s languages (Spanish L1 and English 

L2), such that DLLs with larger L2 vocabularies reached higher narrative quality 

scores for their L2 narratives.    
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Summary – Factors Influencing Fictional Narrative Generation in DLLs 

How the exposure to a language at home affects narrative production in a second lan-

guage is an important question. When reviewing previous studies, it should be kept in 

mind that research aims and therefore methods differed, but to lie out all features 

would go beyond the scope of the current discussion. Still, a number of important as-

pects informing future research can be drawn from the evidence reviewed. Existing 

research on the fictional narrative generation abilities of preschool-aged DLLs has tak-

en on different angles; among those are longitudinal and cross-sectional research, 

comparisons with monolingual language learners, and studies analyzing the influence 

of linguistic proficiency levels.  

For one, studies reported age-related growth patterns in the area of micro- and macro-

structure, given a continuous support in the respective languages. While some studies 

did not find a difference in the performance in either language (Laurent et al., 2015; 

Fiestas & Peña, 2004), cross-linguistic research findings indicated that the macrostruc-

ture of oral narratives produced in the L1 and L2 were similar, but that DLLs may dis-

play differential performance on lexical measures (microstructure) in each of their lan-

guages (Cárdenas-Hagan et al., 2007; Iluz-Cohen and Walters, 2012; Simón-Cereijido 

& Guitiérrez-Clellen, 2009). These studies illustrate that measures of narrative micro-

structure are also valid indicators of developmental change in DLLs’ narrative abili-

ties, though performance on these measures may vary as a result of experience with or 

fluency in each language. Two main aspects can be drawn from these previous studies: 

firstly, that age-related change is present, and secondly, that narrative microstructure 

depends on input and previous language experience. 

Furthermore, comparing children from mono- and dual-language backgrounds, some 

studies reported the expression of macrostructure to be similar, even in sequential lan-

guage learners (Blom & Boerma, 2015, July; Paradis & Kirova, 2014), while micro-

structural aspects may differ as an effect of expressive language skills. A possible ex-

planation is that narrative macrostructural components reflect capacities that draw 

more on shared knowledge, going beyond the specifics of language and thus are more 

likely to be highly associated between the two languages of young DLLs. Meanwhile, 
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the reliance of microlevel skills on a narrator’s level of language mastery might be 

more heavily affected by knowledge distribution across languages (Paradis & Kirova, 

2014), leading to “profile effects,” as also found in other areas of DLLs’ language and 

literacy skills (Oller, Pearson, & Cobo-Lewis, 2007). However, other studies empha-

sized that the expression of narrative macrostructure might also heavily depend on lin-

guistic knowledge (Montanari, 2004; Uccelli & Páez, 2007).   

Finally, while there is emerging evidence that the occurrence of maze use in DLLs’ 

narratives depends on the level of input and expressive language skills in another lan-

guage, the contributions of dual-language learning to the production of mazes are not 

yet entirely clear.  

3.5 Chapter Summary and Consequences for Future Research – Study I 

Rooted in its role played in fundamental developmental areas, the narrative language 

format unfolds its special value. This embedded scenario gives rise to the in-depth ex-

ploration of the relationship between the function, content, and structuring of narra-

tives and central developmental aspects. As a main strand, the role of narratives in the 

development of oral language, forming a bridge to literacy and later academic skills, 

promoting higher level cognitive and conceptual skills, was derived from the scientific 

discourse and selected here for an in-depth exploration. 

The study of fictional narrative language in children is especially informative and val-

uable as it offers insight in rich language contexts, reflecting decontextualized lan-

guage skills as required in academic settings. In contrast to conversational language 

use in daily interactions, narration is primarily a monologic style of discourse that in-

volves an array of higher-level language and cognitive skills. To produce a compre-

hensive and well-formed story, a child has to understand cause-effect relationships, 

create coherently and cohesively organized utterances on the basis of explicit linguistic 

markers without extralinguistic support, and has to structure the narration along the 

lines of abstract universal story features that aid the listener’s comprehension. As a 

result, narrative production reflects a child’s command of the target language lexicon 

and morpho-syntax, but it also requires cognitive-linguistic interface skills to produce 
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the essential components/events of a coherent story (for example, establishing the set-

ting and describing an initiating event, a response, and an outcome) (Gutiérrez-Clellen, 

2012; Schneider, Hayward, & Dubé, 2006). Furthermore, the use of evaluative lan-

guage enables the narrator to convey the character’s perspective and, in turn, the point 

of a story (see section 3.3).  

Moreover, narrative analysis has been promoted as an assessment instrument, especial-

ly for DLLs from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds. As DLLs experi-

ence different quantity and quality of exposure to their languages, as a group they dis-

play a great variability in linguistic performance (e.g., Hammer et al., 2014; Hoff & 

Core, 2015). Consequently, both clinicians and early childhood practitioners encounter 

difficulties in differentiating typical language learner variance from impairment among 

children from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds (Gillam, Peña, Bedore, 

Bohman, & Mendez-Perez, 2013), even if they are fluent second language users 

(Kritikos, 2003; Schütte & Lüdtke, 2013). This can be partly attributed to the fact that 

limited data on the typical trajectories of other-language-influenced majority lan-

guages are available.  

To successfully compare and interpret the second language performance of children 

from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds, developmental data on these 

populations as well as continued research into methods of evaluation is needed. While 

oral narrative language performance is one area that has been shown to be effective in 

evaluating the microstructure and macrostructure in monolingual and bilingual popula-

tions, oral language skills in preschool-age DLLs from various language backgrounds 

have received relatively little attention. For example, currently, much of the normative 

data that exists is based on narrative development in monolingual children. Fewer 

studies of children’s narratives have attended to DLLs, even though the development 

of children growing up with more than two languages and often cultures has been a 

subject of growing interest over the last few years.  

Main aspects to draw from the reviewed studies are that a), narrative analytic frame-

works including measures of microstructure and macrostructure can serve as sensitive 

indicators of young DLLs’ narrative competence, and that b), DLLs’ narrative perfor-
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mance may highly vary depending on previous experience or proficiency in the target-

ed language. There is emerging evidence that the narrative skillset displayed in the oral 

production of fictional narratives by preschool-aged DLLs is related to age (and thus 

the amount of experience with narrative-specific micro- and macrolevel language 

skills, see chapter 2), the level of exposure to the respective languages, and the result-

ing expressive language skills, while also relying on overarching skills, such as non-

verbal intelligence.  

Overall, the research base on narrative skills in DLLs is still limited, both in sheer 

number and in sample sizes included in studies. Besides the need to diversify research, 

especially on young DLLs, the languages and cultures under study need to be diversi-

fied, as well.  

An important caveat when analyzing peer-reviewed evidence on narrative skills of 

DLLs is that most studies were conducted including children in the school-age. Fur-

thermore, the majority of the sources here reflect the research base on DLLs and ac-

quisition and use of narrative language in the United States and in Canada; much of it 

is focused on learners of Spanish and English16. In fact, the vast majority of research in 

the area of DLLs’ early language and literacy development included children who 

were learning English as a second language, accounting for 84% of published research 

between the years of 2000 and 2011 (Hammer et al., 2014). In contrast to the relative 

wealth of research on DLLs growing up in North America, there is a paucity of re-

search investigating narrative skills of children from diverse linguistic and cultural 

backgrounds to identify aspects of DLLs’ development that are common to and that 

differ across languages and populations (Hammer et al., 2011)17. For example, fiction-

                                              
16  

A possible limitation to this claim lies in the review’s reliance on peer-reviewed sources published 

in English or German. 

17  
In the future, however, more studies are likely to focus on the narrative ability of DLLs thanks to 

the creation of MAIN, the Multilingual Assessment Instrument for Narratives (Gagarina et al., 

2012), a tool developed in the COST Action IS0804 ‘Language Impairment in a Multilingual Soci-

ety: Linguistic Patterns and the Road to Assessment’.  
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al narrative skills of preschool-age Turkish-speaking German language learners are 

still virtually unexplored18.  

In terms of research foci, most studies of DLLs’ narrative performance, such as the 

one by Gutiérrez-Clellen (2002), have focused on cross-language comparison, not on 

charting the relations between narrative abilities and other child measures involved. 

Furthermore, besides examining child narrators from different language backgrounds, 

it is crucial to further examine the spectrum of narrative skills of typically developing 

populations with dissimilar language socialization patterns and unbalanced language 

exposure. As the state of expressive language skills plays an important, yet not entirely 

clear role in fictional narrative production, learners along the whole spectrum of bilin-

gualism should be included in narrative research, in order to gain a better understand-

ing of influencing factors on narrative development.  

While it should be recognized that a child’s language development occurs in the con-

text of its social, emotional, and cognitive development, drawing on existing research 

evidence, it may also be informative to further investigate the contributions of selected 

factors, such as expressive language, nonverbal intelligence, as well as the home lan-

guage and literacy environment to narrative expression in preschool-age DLLs.  

Therefore, the current study aims to generate theoretically challenging questions re-

garding the underlying principles of the construction of novel representations to sup-

port new complexities in discourse and narrative more specifically. Doing so in the 

preschool-age allows for the exploration of the variety of developmental trajectories 

even before children begin receiving formal instruction in reading and language in 

school. Data on the performance of typically developing children from culturally and 

linguistically diverse backgrounds such as Turkish-German, can be used to add to the 

knowledge base that serves to develop methods which can help clinicians distinguish 

typical L2 learner variations from differences due to impairment (Gillam et al., 2013; 

                                              
18  

An exception is a study conducted by Pfaff (2001) which included narratives produced by two 

Turkish-German DLLs in the ECEC environment. However, her focus was inherently different 

than the one from the current study, namely examining aspects of interlocutors responses, specifi-

cally, relating to language mixing and to error patterns, in narrative co-constructions with those 

children.   
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Paradis et al., 2013) and that can be applied to the design and delivery of prevention 

and intervention models. In this capacity, it is not only crucial to identify markers of 

language impairment for different languages (e.g., Leonard, 2014), but to also explore 

developmental pathways associated with successful dual language and literacy 

achievement.  

A comprehensive profile of the German narrative abilities of preschool-age Turkish-

German speaking children would therefore not only provide valuable information to 

clinicians, but may also inform linguistic expectations for children who are participat-

ing in early education and early intervention programs. Thus, the first study of this 

work was designed to advance the theoretical and empirical literature focused on nar-

rative skills of DLLs, in the current case with a sample of preschool-aged DLLs of 

Turkish and German.  
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Emerging Narrative Skills of Preschool-Age Turkish-German DLLs: A 

Multidimensional Approach (Study I) 

Preschool narrative skills provide insight in quantitative and qualitative aspects of 

connected language production which reflects and promotes socio-emotionally im-

portant outcomes (e.g., Guajardo & Watson, 2002). Furthermore, because of their im-

portance for oral and written story generation and retelling, summarizing, and report-

ing, these skills are related to wide areas of school curricula (Mills, 2015). In turn, 

emerging narrative skills are also related to academic skills, because they are predic-

tive of children’s academic outcomes in reading, writing, as well as mathematics (e.g., 

Griffin et al., 2004; O’Neill et al., 2004). In this light, it is especially important to un-

derstand emerging narrative skills of DLLs, as these children frequently face educa-

tional disparities (see introduction and section 2.2). However, despite the fact that the 

majority of children worldwide are growing up learning multiple languages, the evi-

dence base on narrative skills of preschool-age DLLs is limited and diverse.  

Overall, little is known about how DLLs master the acquisition of a narrative skillset. 

While interest in the development of narrative skills has been increasing over the past 

few years, deriving firm conclusions about the links between dual language learning 

and narrative skill development is still difficult. Existing DLL data are limited in terms 

of number of studies, sample sizes, and almost exclusively focused on DLLs from 

Spanish-English speaking backgrounds. Thus, how individual growth trajectories vary 

systematically as a function of language and contextual variables, such as characteris-

tics of the individual children, language background, and language experiences at 

home and at ECEC, remains subject for further study. To successfully distinguish typi-

cally developing DLL children from those at risk for language disorders, more 

knowledge is needed about the spectrum for narrative skills of typically developing 

populations with dissimilar language socialization patterns and varying levels of lan-

guage exposure. 

Based on these theoretical considerations and the current empirical background, the 

current study pursued two main research aims. The first was to examine the emergent 



   

52 

 

fictional narrative skills of preschool-age dual language learners via a multidimen-

sional approach, i.e., from the point of view of narrative microstructure, macrostruc-

ture, evaluative language use, and the speech production process. The second aim was 

to examine the relationships between narrative competence and other measures of 

child development and home language environment. These overarching aims translated 

into three research goals. 

First, to gain insight into DLL children’s developing skills in the majority language 

German, the study seeks to describe the range of productive competence that prelit-

erate preschool-age children demonstrate in their generations of narrative talk in one of 

their languages—German. Second, the study seeks to extend the current body of re-

search literature, as the data examined was collected from children of a cultural and 

linguistic background different from that typically studied in language acquisition re-

search, namely DLLs of Turkish and German with a Turkish speaking family back-

ground with varying degrees of exposure to German. Third, the last goal was to inves-

tigate the German oral generations of fictional narratives of DLL preschool-age chil-

dren in response to a wordless picture book to ultimately explore the relationship be-

tween performance on concurrent measures of language and cognitive development 

and indices of narrative microstructure, macrostructure, evaluative language use, and 

the speech production process to identify contentual and structural aspects of emerging 

narrative skills.  

Specific research questions addressed in the study were: 

1. Which characteristics of narrative skills can be identified in generations of German 

fictional narratives by Turkish-German preschool-age DLLs? 
 

2. Do narrative measures correlate within narrative samples? To what extent do those 

measures of narrative ability correlate with age, concurrent measures of linguistic 

and cognitive skills as well as characteristics of the home language environment? 
 

3. How much of the variance in the children’s narrative complexity can be accounted 

for by three main factors known to be involved in narrative production—namely, 

chronological age, expressive vocabulary, and nonverbal intelligence? 
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4 Methods Study I 

This chapter first details the selection and characteristics of participants in this study19, 

followed by a description of the test instruments and the procedure including a detailed 

explication on how the main variables were quantified, and concludes with a presenta-

tion on the strategy governing the data analysis. 

4.1 Participants 

All participants were recruited through ECEC institutions20 from districts with high 

percentages of DLL children in a large German city. The heads of ECEC institutions 

were contacted by telephone and asked a), if they had more than one DLL Turkish-

German child in their institution and b), if they would be interested participating in a 

research project. If they answered “Yes” to both conditions, brochures were sent out 

detailing the primary aims of the study as well as its requirements for participation. 

One to two weeks later, the institutions were contacted again and asked if they were 

still interested in participating. If so, the institutions were visited to talk through the 

timeline of the assessments and to clarify any questions.  

To be eligible to participate in the study, the children had to meet the following crite-

ria:  

- Be between 3 and 6 years of age 

- Be DLLs21 of both Turkish and German, as well as having been systematically 

exposed to German for at least 10 months  

- Are developing at a typical level according to parent(s) and ECEC report(s)  

                                              
19

  Data collection was funded by a research grant by Niedersächsisches Institut für Frühkindliche 

Bildung und Entwicklung (nifbe) awarded to Ulrike M. Lüdtke and Ulla Licandro, née Grube (nif-

be Az. FP 01-12). The author served as the principal investigator and has no financial or nonfinan-

cial relationships relevant to the content of the study. 

20  
All ECEC institutions were monolingual German (i.e., all ECEC practitioners exclusively con-

versed in German).  

21
  For the purpose of this study, to be classified as a DLL the children needed to have systematic lan-

guage contact with German for at least 10 months, attend a German ECEC institution, and produce 

output in both languages daily (in families who conversed in Turkish exclusively, this criterion was 

limited to weekdays–when German was spoken in the ECEC institution). 

© Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden 2016
U. Licandro, Narrative Skills of Dual Language Learners, Diversität in 
Kommunikation und Sprache / Diversity in Communication and Language, 
DOI 10.1007/978-3-658-14673-3_4
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- Are not receiving speech and language services at the time of their participation 

in the study (according to parental report) 

 

To adhere to current research ethics, written informed consent was obtained from both 

parents/guardians as well as each child prior to the start of the study, as detailed below. 

Informed Consent and Child Assent 

To collect parental consent, bilingual (Turkish and German) study information and 

consent forms were given out to the primary caregivers of potential participants. Ques-

tions concerning the study were answered via telephone and/or at a meeting, either in 

Turkish or in German, depending on the parents’ language of choice. Signed consent 

forms were collected prior to the start of the study. Families did not receive compensa-

tion for their participation.  

To make allowance for the children’s wishes in regard to potential research participa-

tion (Dockett & Perry, 2011), child assent was obtained in the ECEC institutions in the 

following manner: After a familiarization period characterized by engagement in joint 

play, the examiner sat down with each child individually and walked them through a 

document that stated the goals and means of the study using child-appropriate lan-

guage and pictures. Children were then asked if they wanted to participate and, if so, to 

sign their name or draw a picture on the bottom of the form.   

Parental Report on Home Language Use and Proficiency 

To profile each participant’s language exposure and proficiency (e.g., Guitiérrez-

Clellen, Simon-Cereijido, & Wagner, 2008) and to collect further home language data, 

a parental questionnaire was designed. It consisted of 31 items, which were partly 

drawn from the bilingual parental questionnaires designed by Asbrock and colleagues 

(Asbrock, Ferguson, & Hoheiser-Thiel, 2011), Chilla and colleagues (Chilla et al., 

2010), and the Alberta Language Development Questionnaire (ALDeQ; Paradis, 

Emmerzael, & Duncan, 2010). The first part of the questionnaire targeted basic child 

data (i.e., birthdate, date of joining an ECEC institution, family size). Parental educa-

tion (here: measured in years) is one factor associated with the family’s socio-
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economic status which has previously shown direct correlations with children’s lin-

guistic and cognitive performance (e.g., Gathercole, Kennedy, & Thomas, 2015; Hair, 

Hallo, Terry-Humen, Lavelle, & Calkins, 2006) and was therefore included in the 

questionnaire and used as a demographic control variable (also see Aukrust & Ry-

dland, 2011; Rydland, Grøver, & Lawrence, 2014a, 2014b). To track home language 

practices, parents were asked to give an hourly breakdown of input in both languages 

on typical weekdays and weekends. This account included listing all members of the 

household with whom the child interacted on a regular basis, and a report on each of 

those person’s language abilities (either Turkish only, German only, or mixed)22. Fur-

thermore, home literacy practices were addressed by estimating the amount of books 

in the household and the frequency of shared storybook reading activities. Finally, par-

ents rated their own as well as their child’s proficiency in both Turkish and German on 

a scale from 1 (limited) to 4 (fluent).  

A Turkish-German bilingual/bicultural research assistant arranged a meeting with the 

parent at the child’s ECEC institution and administered the questionnaire interview-

style in either German or Turkish, depending on the parent’s preference. The comple-

tion of the questionnaire took around 20 minutes and, except for two cases where the 

father answered the questions, was conducted with the mother. 

Child Demographics 

In total, written consent was collected for 56 children, and of those, 5 were excluded 

from further analyses. Four children did not complete the testing battery (2 children 

did not participate in any assessment due to repeated absence from the ECEC institu-

tion, and 2 children failed to complete the language assessment). Furthermore, one 

case was eliminated because the child did not have the narrative sample available due 

to failure of recording equipment. 

                                              
22

  This detailed breakdown of communication partners was collected because bilinguals may not al-

ways consciously notice which of their languages is being spoken (Guiterrez-Clellen & Kreiter, 

2003). 
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The final study sample consisted of 51 Turkish-German DLLs from 15 ECEC institu-

tions in central Germany, all of which enroll large numbers23 of bilingual children. On 

average, children were 58 months old (M = 4.83 years, Mdn = 4.75 years, SD = 0.61) 

and had a mean systematic exposure to German, as assessed by parental report, of 32 

months (SD and ranges appear in Table 3). Of the sample, 61% of the children were 

female (n = 31) and 39% were male (n = 20). Paternal education24 widely varied across 

the sample. While six (12%) of the participants’ mothers and fathers had no or basic 

education (i.e., up to four years), the majority had participated in formal schooling for 

ten years (mothers: n = 24; 47%; fathers: n = 20; 39%). Three mothers (6%) and six 

fathers (12%) had obtained a university degree. Information on parental education was 

missing for two children.  

While all children were born in Germany and had been living in the country since 

then, the majority of the children came from successive language backgrounds (i.e., no 

systematic exposure to German before their third year of life (Chilla, Rothweiler, & 

Babur, 2010): Forty-five percent of the children learned German and Turkish from age 

2 or earlier and 55% of the children started learning German at age 3 or later. The 

range of language input and output values indicated that the children were spread 

across the full range that was considered DLL for this study. 

Although children were experiencing variation in how much Turkish and German was 

spoken in their homes, all attended German-only ECEC institutions. While all children 

had been exposed to Turkish from birth on and were currently exposed to both German 

and Turkish, at the time of testing, children’s language practice spanned the full range 

from predominant Turkish use to predominant German use.  

Based on the children’s contact months as well as family and ECEC exposure to each 

language and the children’s patterns of language output, 34% of the children were 

deemed Turkish dominant (using Turkish over 60% of the time), 32% of the children 

were balanced bilinguals (using Turkish and German 40 to 60% of the time), and the 

                                              
23

  At the time of the study, participating institutions enrolled at least 50% DLLs with various lan-

guage and cultural backgrounds, as reported by the heads of the institutions. 

24
  Education in the home country was included in this calculation.  
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remaining 34% of the children were German dominant (using German over 60% of the 

time). The average exposure to German was 2 years and 7 months. Forty-five percent 

of the children were systematically exposed to both Turkish and German before their 

third year of life, and 55% of the children started learning German at age 3 or later.  

Table 3.  Summary Characteristics of Child and Family Demographics 

 

Variable (N = 51)  Mean (SD) Range 

Age in months  57.82 (7.24) 44-72 

Mother’s education in years 
a
  9.82 (3.21) 0-17 

Father’s education in years 
b
 9.96 (3.74) 0-17 

Family size (total number of children) 2.22 (1.07) 1-6 

Mother’s self-rated proficiency in German
 c
    2.35 (.64) 0-4 

Father’s self-rated proficiency in German
 c
        2.43 (.65) 0-4 

Mother’s frequency of language mixing
 a
 1.53 (1.24) 0-4 

Father’s frequency of language mixing
 c
 1.40 (1.33) 0-4 

Number of persons addressing the child in Turkish
 c
 6.25 (2.01) 1-10 

Frequency of shared storybook reading  1.92 (0.94) 1-3 

Months of systematic exposure to German  32.04 (14.89) 10-68 

ECEC participation in months  17.85 (11.87) 1-49 

Parental rating of child language skills 
b  

- Turkish 

- German 

2.70 (1.13) 

2.90 (1.02) 

1-4 

1-4 

Average language input patterns    

- mainly Turkish 

- approximately balanced 

- mainly German 

n = 18 (35.3 %) 

n = 16 (31.4 %) 

n = 17 (33.3 %) 

 

Note. Systematic exposure to German was determined by exposure rates of at least 20 % per week-

day. All children were exposed to Turkish from birth. Language input patterns were derived from 

parental questionnaires as specified in section 4.2.  

 
a 
n = 49, 

b 
n = 50, 

c
 n = 48. 
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4.2 General Procedure and Test Instruments 

All assessments were administered in two separate sessions in their ECEC institutions. 

Children were tested individually while sitting at a table with a female examiner. Prior 

to the assessment sessions, the examiners had visited the children in their ECEC insti-

tutions on one or more occasions to establish familiarity. The entire session was audi-

otaped. As part of the test battery, children completed a standardized German receptive 

and productive language assessment, a nonverbal intelligence screen (means and SDs 

for the standardized assessments are reported in Table 4), and produced a narrative 

sample based on a wordless picture book (Frog Story, see section 4.3). Furthermore, 

the children’s parents completed a questionnaire about family background data, in-

cluding the child’s level of exposure to Turkish and German.25 The contents, admin-

istration, and scoring for all standardized assessments and the parental report are speci-

fied in the following sections. 

German Language Assessment 

Children's language abilities in German were measured via the standardized test ‘Lin-

guistische Sprachstandserhebung—Deutsch als Zweitsprache’ (Lise-DaZ) [Linguistic 

language assessment for children with German as a second language] (Schulz & Tra-

cy, 2011). LiSe-DaZ was chosen for the current study, as it contains culturally and lin-

guistically appropriate items and was normed on a DLL population (norm data exist 

for successive bilingual children aged 3;0 to 7;11 years and children aged 3;0 – 6;11 

years growing up with German as their first language), both of which are central as-

pects to consider in the assessment of DLLs (e.g., Paradis et al., 2010). Using a pic-

ture-with-question-design, LiSe-DaZ assesses receptive language skills via three sub-

scales: Verb meaning, wh-questions, and negation. Productive language abilities are 

elicited via an elicited production task using a picture sequence and assessed on further 

sub-scales: Word classes (conjunctions, prepositions, focus particles, main verbs, aux-

iliary and modal verbs), case marking, sentence structure, and subject-verb agreement.  

                                              
25

  Also, ECEC practitioners filled out a questionnaire on children’s language and literacy behaviors in 

the ECEC institutions (Sismik; Ulich & Mayr, 2003), which was not included in the current inves-

tigation. 
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To establish the children’s level of language ability in German, all participants26 of the 

current study completed LiSe-DaZ. However, for several important reasons, the cur-

rent study used raw scores instead of operating with T-scores. As previously discussed, 

children growing up with more than one language, even if coming from the same lin-

guistic and cultural backgrounds, constitute a very heterogeneous population, which 

was reflected in the study’s participants. Therefore, the study sample was not entirely 

representative of the standardization sample, which includes only two main exposure 

groups (German as a first language and exposure to German after the second year of 

life). Furthermore, the goal was not to compare the participants to a statistically deter-

mined norm, but rather to compare them within the study population. Therefore, the 

current study applied raw scores in consideration of children’s age, the exact number 

of contact months as well as language input patterns in further analyses.  

To reduce item dimensionality, raw score sums were calculated for both expressive27 

as well receptive language subtests. Both individual composite scores yielded 

Cronbach’s  values higher than 0.7 and stayed above this level when applying an ‘al-

pha if item deleted’ analysis. In accordance with Kline (1999), it was determined that 

an alpha value of at least 0.7 indicates good reliability and both composite scores were 

applied in further analyses.  

Table 4.  Summary of Standardized Child Assessments 

 

Variable (N = 51)  Mean (SD) Range 

Expressive language German
a
  30.24 (14.52) 3-59 

Receptive language German  21.86 (6.01) 8-34 

Raven CPM  16.10 (3.96) 8-28 

Note. Scores reported for expressive and receptive language German are sums based on LiSe-DaZ 

subtests; CPM, Coloured Progressive Matrices; provided data are raw scores. 
a
n = 50. 

                                              
26  

One child did not complete the expressive subtests of the LiSe-DaZ. 

27  
The subtests sentence structure and subject-verb agreement were not included in the expressive 

language composite score, because they yield group assignments instead of raw scores. 
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Nonverbal Intelligence 

To assess the children’s nonverbal intelligence potential, the book form of the Raven 

Coloured Progressive Matrices (CPM) (Raven, 1995) was administered. Because ver-

bal instruction is kept to a minimum, the test can be considered a culturally fair meas-

ure of intellectual function and was previously used in studies with preschool-age 

DLLs (e.g., Scheele, Leseman, & Mayo, 2010). The CPM consists of 36 perceptual 

and conceptual matching exercises in which the child is required to complete a pattern 

by pointing to the correct picture out of six pictures. The German version includes 

norm data for children aged 3;9 to 11;8 years of life (Raven, Raven, & Court, 2010). 

The child was given a score for each correct answer and testing ended when children 

failed five consecutive items. The raw score sum (maximum score: 28) for each partic-

ipant was further analyzed in this study.28  

4.3 Narrative Sample Collection, Transcription, Coding, and Scoring  

The following sections serve to substantiate the choice of the narrative prompt, the 

procedure for collecting narrative samples, as well as to provide detailed information 

on transcription, coding, and narrative analysis procedures. 

Narrative Prompt 

When it comes to selecting the type of stimulus for the assessment of fictional narra-

tives of preschool-age children, pictures are commonly the prompt of choice. While 

single-pictures might elicit short and unelaborated stories and yield inconsistent output 

across children (Kaderavek & Sulzby, 2000; Shapiro & Hudson, 1991), the highly 

structured stimuli of a sequence of pictures are supportive of narrative organization 

(Eisenberg et al., 2008; Hedberg & Westby, 1993). Indeed, clearly sequenced illustra-

tions with high episodic complexity will likely elicit elaborate and complex narratives 

from young children (e.g., Curenton & Justice, 2004; Fiestas & Peña, 2004). These 

                                              
28

  Three children from the sample were 3;8 years of age, which is one month younger than the start-

ing range of standardization. However, as the children were able to complete the test and raw 

scores rather than standardized ranks were applied for further analyses, the application of the as-

sessment for all children was deemed acceptable in this study.  
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types of picture sequences typically can be found in picture books. Referential and 

communicative context information offered by a picture story is rather clear and can 

provide a developmentally appropriate stimulus for the generation and structuration of 

rather rich fictional narratives (Bamberg, 1987). Furthermore, the given (temporal) 

flow of events encourages the production of substantial and connected output allowing 

for further multifaceted analyses (Reese, Sparks, & Suggate, 2012). For these reasons, 

the current study utilized a wordless picture book to elicit narrative productions. 

Specifically, to examine the participants’ narrative competence, the children were pre-

sented with the wordless picture book “Frog, Where Are You?” (Mayer, 1969), which 

has also been commonly referred to as the ‘Frog Story.’ The book depicts the story of 

a boy and his dog whose pet frog escapes at night. On their search for the frog, the boy 

and the dog enter a forest where they encounter different animals that in some way 

interfere with the search. Eventually, they find the frog surrounded by his family and 

walk away with a baby frog as their new pet. Besides including the global search 

theme and a series of temporally sequenced and causally linked events, the plot line 

offers plenty of opportunities to make inferences about the characters’ relationships, 

thoughts, feelings, and motivations. Therefore, while being cognitively challenging, 

the prompt is suitable for child narrators. For this reason, the Frog Story has been ap-

plied extensively as a narrative stimulus across typically and atypically developing 

monolingual and DLL populations29 (e.g., Colle, Baron-Cohen, Wheelwright, & van 

der Lely, 2008; Curenton & Justice, 2004; Greenhalgh & Strong, 2001; Justice et al., 

2010; Mills, 2015; Reilly, Losh, Bellugi, & Wulfeck, 2004; Montanari, 2004; Peets & 

Bialystok, 2015; Tager-Flusberg & Sullivan, 1995) as well as in cross-linguistic work 

(e.g., Berman & Slobin, 1994; Fiestas & Peña, 2004; Montanari, 2004; Verhoeven & 

Strömqvist, 2001), including preschool-age children acquiring Turkish (Aksu-Koç, 

1994) and German (Bamberg, 1987; 1994) and Turkish children in Germany (Pfaff, 

2001). Importantly, previous work on child narrative skills using the Frog Story yield-

ed high productivity rates in young DLLs as needed for productivity and complexity 

                                              
29

  In fact, De Fina and Georgakopoulou argue that the Frog Story is the best known prompt for elici-

tation of narratives, used in „at least 150 studies in fifty languages“ (2011, p. 13). 
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measures (e.g., Bedore, Fiestas, Peña, & Nagy, 2006; Lofranco, Peña, & Bedore, 

2006).  

A critical issue in any narrative investigation is that the examiner has “obtained a valid 

representation of the subject’s generative processes in narrative production” (Liles, 

1993, p. 877). In general, while eliciting the narrative probe without a model ensured 

that the collection of child stories occurred without any influence or imposition of a 

certain style, telling stories from wordless picture books can pose specific challenges 

to children, especially those who may not be familiar with the demands of such a task. 

However, as preschool-age children attending ECEC institutions are familiar with 

shared picture book reading and storytelling (e.g., van Kleeck, Stahl, & Bauer, 2008; 

Wasik & Bond, 2001) and all participants had attended ECEC for at least 10 months, 

the task was deemed appropriate for participating children.   

Procedure 

All narratives were collected in a quiet room of the children’s ECEC institution, and 

they were seen individually by an examiner they were familiar with through previous 

warm-up and assessment sessions. The picture book was new to all participants, and 

they were not told about the story beforehand. Fictional narratives were elicited fol-

lowing the protocol developed by Berman and Slobin (1994). Children were given 

time to first view the whole book in silence to get a sense of the plot, before telling the 

story in their own words based on the illustrations, going page by page. In eliciting the 

spoken narrative, the examiner instructed the child, „Ich habe dir ein Buch mitge-

bracht. Es erzählt die Geschichte von einem Jungen, einem Hund und einem Frosch. 

Als Erstes möchte ich, dass du dir alle Bilder anschaust. Schau dir jedes Bild genau an. 

Danach sollst du mir die Geschichte erzählen.“ [I brought you a book. It tells the story 

of a boy, a dog, and a frog. First, I would like you to look at all the pictures. When you 

are finished looking at all the pictures, I would like you to tell me the story.] When the 

child indicated that she or he was ready to tell the story, the book was flipped back to 

page one. At this point, the examiner remained silent except to demonstrate interest 

using a selected array of minimal prompts and backchannel responses such as nodding, 
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“yes,” “mhm,” “anything else?”, and “continue.” No time limit was given to the narra-

tion. When the child arrived at the end of the book, the examiner asked if he or she 

wanted to add anything, or if they were finished telling the story. When children indi-

cated that they were finished, the recording was stopped. All samples were audiotaped 

using a digital voice recorder (Olympus DM-650) for later transcription.  

Transcription, Coding and Narrative Analysis Procedures 

All digital sound files were transferred to a computer and were transcribed while using 

headphones. While the transcription of oral narratives is not standardized (Pavlenko, 

2008), in keeping with common practice in child language research (e.g., Peets & Bi-

alystok, 2015), the entirety of each narrative was transcribed using the Codes for the 

Human Analysis of Transcripts (CHAT) system developed as part of the Children’s 

Data Exchange System (CHILDES) (MacWhinney, 2000). Mainly following Justice et 

al.’s (2010) transcription rules, the transcription process started with the examiner’s 

prompt and ended after the child had indicated she or he was finished telling the story. 

While incomplete and uninterpretable verbal utterances were also transcribed follow-

ing the conventional use of the CHAT symbols, only complete and intelligible child 

utterances were included in later analysis. Discourse by the examiner and all child ut-

terances unrelated to telling the story (e.g., questions about other books and comments 

about the room) were transcribed, but excluded from the analysis reported here, similar 

to child repetitions of examiner recasts. If a child self-corrected, the corrected form 

was scored. Also, as preschoolers do not yet reliably produce conventional features of 

stories such as formal endings, e.g. ‘the end’ (Cain, 2003), they were not included in 

further analysis.  

In accordance with Alamillo and colleagues, sentences, which might be a suitable de-

scriptive unit for written texts, or ”utterances,” which are frequently used for transcrib-

ing very young children’s speech, were considered too imprecise a definition to be 

able to undertake corpus annotation and quantitative analyses (Alamillo, Colletta, & 

Guidetti, 2013). Also, when assessing syntactic complexity in utterances longer than 

three words, the traditional measure of mean length of utterance (MLU) does not de-

liver an accurate estimate of syntactic skills in children (Scarborough, Rescorla, Tager-
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Flusberg, Fowler, & Sudhalter, 1991). Therefore, utterances were segmented into 

communication units (C-units; Loban, 1976), a conventional procedure designed to 

organize and analyze children’s narrative productions in meaningful and grammatical 

utterances (Hughes et al., 1997; Retherford, 2000). Based on these authors, C-units 

were defined as syntactic units consisting of one main clause and any dependent con-

stituents, including subordinated clauses and phrases, to achieve a better estimate of 

children’s syntactic skills. Accordingly, dependent clauses were transcribed in one C-

unit, while series of successive main clauses as well as clauses connected by a coordi-

nating conjunction were segmented in different C-units. Because single-word utteranc-

es and/or utterances lacking clausal structure are quite common in the narratives of 

younger children and those with limited previous second language exposure (e.g., Be-

dore et al., 2006, Strömqvist & Verhoeven, 2004), they were included in the analysis. 

A narrative had to consist of at least two C-units, following Labov’s (1972a) definition 

of a minimal narrative. 

Furthermore, in accordance with Gagarina et al. (2012), all filled pauses, repetitions, 

reformulations, and disfluencies were considered mazes. They were transcribed ac-

cordingly, but excluded from further analysis (except for the measures on percentage 

of maze use). This resulted in the elimination of 8.16% word tokens (SD = 6.48) from 

the language samples. 

By reducing inflectional forms and derivationally related forms of a word to their word 

roots, a process referred to as lemmatization, it was ensured that measures of word use 

were not inflated by the presence of multiple forms of single words. Accordingly, verb 

forms were linked to their word roots. For example, kommt [comes] and kam [came] 

were both linked to kommen [to come]. This process was deemed especially important 

working with language samples of young DLLs who regularly produce “creative but 

wrongly inflected verb forms or plural forms” (Bedore, Peña, Gillam, & Ho, 2010, p. 

504), which could lead to inflated lexical diversity measures. To adequately account 

for compound words, which commonly occur in the German language, credit was giv-

en for the two stem words. For example, Babyfrosch [baby frog] was linked to Baby 

[baby] and Frosch [frog]. 
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4.4 Analytical Framework for Narrative Measures 

When investigating a child’s oral fictional narrative performance, consideration needs 

to be given to the type of measures that are included. To be able to objectively com-

pare the participants’ narrative productions with respect to one another, as well as to 

derive measures of narrative skill for the examination of relationships between narra-

tive and other indices of child development and family environment, a wide-scoped 

and integrative narrative scoring system was developed on the basis of current ap-

proaches to micro- and macrostructural narrative analysis, as presented in the follow-

ing sections. 

 Microstructural Measures of Narrative Performance  4.4.1

As presented in Table 5, for the current profile of oral narrative ability, five transpar-

ent, frequently used measures of narrative microstructure known to be sensitive to lan-

guage ability in young DLLs (e.g., Hipfner-Boucher, 2011; Uccelli & Páez, 2007) 

were selected from established guidelines on child microstructure analysis (Gagarina 

et al., 2012, 2015; Justice et al., 2006, 2010). Measures were derived from children’s 

stories based on all complete and intelligible utterances to targeted general productivi-

ty, lexical diversity, as well as syntactic complexity and features.  

Table 5.  Applied Measures of Narrative Microstructure 

Abbreviation   Narrative Measure  Indicator of 

TNW total number of word tokens without mazes general productivity 

TNCU total number of utterances (in C-units) narrative length / verbal productivity                    

NDW number of different words (in lemmas) lexical diversity based on lemmas  

VOCD vocabulary diversity lexical diversity accounting for sample 

length 

MLCU mean length of C-units in words syntactic complexity / grammatical ability 
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Productivity 

Verbal narrative productivity was calculated on the token as well as on the C-unit lev-

el. TNW was a sum score of all produced tokens excluding mazes (as specified in sec-

tion 3.3), while TNCU was a count of all C-units. Both measures were computed using 

the freq command of the Child Language Analysis software (CLAN; MacWhinney, 

2000). 

Lexical Diversity 

Measures of lexical diversity, that is, indicators of how many different words are used 

in a language sample, are a key feature of the language structure of children’s narra-

tives and can be seen as a measure of expressive vocabulary size (Curenton & Lucas, 

2007). Two different measures were computed representing lexical diversity: Number 

of different words (NDW), and the D statistic. NDW30 is a traditional approach to 

measuring the range of vocabulary in a language sample; it was calculated by sum-

ming up all lemmas produced for one narrative. When comparing samples of different 

lengths, however, an obvious limitation of this approach is that it does not account for 

productivity, despite the relation of number of word types and tokens, i.e., the longer 

the sample, the more tokens it likely contains (Malvern, Richards, Chipere, & Durán, 

2004). A simple solution to this problem is to calculate the ratio between the types and 

the tokens, for example by calculating the historically widely used TTR (division of 

the number of different word types (here: lemma types) by all the words (here: lem-

mas) produced). Again, however, this approach bears the inherent flaw of disregarding 

the overall sample length (e.g., Pavlenko, 2008). This is problematic when comparing 

multiple samples, as the introduction of new types is substantially affected by sample 

length and gradually decreases over the sample length. Therefore, the D statistic 

(henceforth termed VOCD, calculated via the vocd command in the CLAN program) 

was used to compute an additional measure of lexical diversity. Other than the tradi-

tional measure of TTR, this newer approach corrects for typical variation in type-token 

                                              
30

  To avoid inflation of rates, the current study measured NDW in lemmas. The lemmatization pro-

cess is presented in section 4.3. 
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ratio over a range of text lengths and is proposed to more robustly measure children’s 

lexical diversity (Malvern et al., 2004). However, as the VOCD computation relies on 

a certain sample length (Koizumi & In’nami, 2012) and narratives of participating 

children were likely to greatly vary in terms of productivity, the traditional measure of 

lexical diversity, NDW (in lemmas), was also computed.  

Syntactic Complexity 

Mean length of C-units in words was chosen as a well-established measure of syntactic 

complexity and overall grammatical ability. Because of the previous segmentation of 

utterances into C-units (i.e., syntactic units consisting of one main clause and any de-

pendent constituents, including subordinated clauses and phrases), the mean length of 

C-units across a narrative production serves as a good indicator of a child’s spontane-

ous syntactical construction skills in a narrative context. This measure was computed 

using the mlu command of the CLAN program. 

 Composite Measures of Narrative Complexity 4.4.2

A variety of analyses have been proposed for examining mono and dual language 

learning children’s expression of narrative macrostructure, focusing on story gram-

mar/episodic complexity and organization (Fiestas & Peña, 2004; Liles, Duffy, Mer-

ritt, & Purcell, 1995; Petersen, Gillam, & Gillam, 2008; Peterson & McCabe, 1983; 

Stein & Glenn, 1979), expressive elaboration (Ukrainetz et al., 2005; Ukrainetz & 

Gillam, 2009), and high-point analysis (McCabe, Bliss, Barra, & Bennett, 2008).  

Analytic approaches to child narrative in the story grammar tradition have been criti-

cized for putting a too limited focus on specific episodes and not enough emphasis on 

higher-level narrative skills (Heilmann, Miller, Nockerts, & Dunaway, 2010). The ex-

pressive elaboration dimension (e.g., as expressed by evaluative language use) is espe-

cially valuable, though, because when telling a complete story, it is not only important 

to convey the mere facts on what happened, but also the meaning behind the narrated 

events. Therefore, to capture higher level narrative skills, inspired by Hipfner-Boucher 

(2011), the current study employed a scoring rubric based on three different parts: an 

adapted version of the Index of Narrative Complexity (adapted from Petersen, Gillam, 
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& Gillam, 2008), a binary decision tree for scoring the overall level of narrative elabo-

ration and complexity (based on Westby, 2005), and a categorical scheme for evalua-

tive language use. The final scoring rubric was termed Extended Index of Narrative 

Complexity (EINC) (see Appendix B for the complete instrument and Appendix C for 

a scoring example).  

Adaptation of the Index of Narrative Complexity 

The Index of Narrative Complexity (INC; Petersen et al., 2008) was developed as a 

criterion-referenced assessment protocol for the clinical evaluation and investigation 

of school-aged children’s oral fictional narrative productions. Foundational to the INC 

are the traditional high point analysis of Labov (1972a), the well-known story gram-

mar analysis put forth by Stein and Glenn (1979, 1982), and refinements of Peterson 

and McCabe (1983). The instrument uses a rubric to assign scores on a scale from 0 to 

2 or 0 to 3 to a range of categories related to episodic complexity and narrative cohe-

sion in oral narratives. The derived total score reflects the overall complexity of a nar-

rative referring to central features: characters, setting, initiating events, internal re-

sponses, plans, action/attempts, complications, consequences, narrator evaluations, 

formulaic markers, temporal markers, dialogue, and causal adverbial clauses. Prelim-

inary analyses of reliability and validity conducted by the creators of the INC yielded 

high interscorer agreement (90% to 96%), good test–retest correlations with 1 month 

between testing (.60 to .90), and strong concurrent criterion evidence for validity (.60 

to .83) with the standardized assessment Test of Narrative Language (Gillam & Pear-

son, 2004).  

To ensure reliable scoring of preschool-age DLLs’ narratives, several modifications 

and clarifications had to be made to the instrument. Most significantly, the ‘narrator 

evaluations’ as well as the ‘internal response’ categories were eliminated, as they 

could not be found in the preschool-age DLLs’ narrative productions. For the same 

reason, the highest point category (3) for initiating event, consequence, and knowledge 

of dialogue was not applied. Instead of formulaic markers, additive mark-

ers/conjunctions were included in the analysis, as they are much more common in this 
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age group’s narrations (e.g., Bedore et al., 2010). As character introduction and infor-

mation on setting were rarely elaborated, only 1 point was granted per category. Fur-

thermore, because none of the children produced more than one causal marker, a max-

imum of 1 point was granted in this category. Other minor modifications included add-

ing own examples to ease the scoring procedure. Also, following Spencer and Slocum 

(2010) it was specified that the problem and action/attempt had to be in reference to 

the main character and not a secondary character. As for temporal markers, only 1 

point was assigned for repeated production of dann [then], as it was used excessively 

by some children and otherwise could have inflated the measures. Redundant mentions 

of story grammar elements, such as the repeated notion of the consequences that the 

boy and the dog had found the frog, or recasts of previously mentioned story grammar 

elements using different words, were net coded twice; only the first instance was cod-

ed.  

In sum, the instrument yielded an aggregated score of a child’s fictional narrative per-

formance on a macrostructure level including aspects of narrative microstructure (i.e., 

narrative cohesion). 

Story Structure Level 

For further analysis of narrative macrostructure, a story structure decision tree—a 

graphic tool for guiding the narrative analysis of children’s stories—was chosen: In 

accordance with recommendations for the assessment of narratives in mono- and dual 

language learning children (e.g., Gagarina et al., 2012, 2015; Paul, 2007), Westby’s 

(2005) Story Grammar Decision Tree based on Stein and Glenn’s (1979) classic de-

scription of story grammar (also see Hughes et al., 1997, p. 120) was used for holisti-

cally assessing the overall maturity of narrative organization (from descriptive se-

quence to complete episode) from a goal-directed viewpoint. The decision tree consists 

of a flow chart containing a series of yes or no questions. Each “yes” answer moves 

the user to the next question/level, while a “no” response prompts the user to exit the 

flow chart whereby the narrative sequence level is indicated (see Figure 5). Optionally, 

scores can be assigned for each level reached.   
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Does the story have a 

temporally related sequence of events? 

 

 

Yes 

 

 

Does the story have a 

causally related sequence of events? 

 

 

Yes 

 

 

Does the story 

imply goal-directed behaviour? 

 

 

Yes 

 

 

Is planning or intentional 

behaviour explicit? 

 

 

Yes 

 

 

Can an initiating event, attempt 

and consequence be identified? 

 

Yes 

 

 

Complete Episode 

 

 

 No                  

                    Descriptive Sequence  

 

 

 

 

 No                  

                    Action Sequence 

 

 

 

 

 

 

No                  

                    Reactive Sequence 

 

 

 

 

No                  

                    Abbreviated Episode 

 

 

 

 

 

No                  

                    Incomplete Episode 

 

 

 

 

 

1 point 

 

 

 

 

2 points 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3 points 

 

 

 

 

 

4 points 

 

 

 

 

 

5 points 

 

 

 

 

 

6 points 

Figure 5.  Binary Story Structure Decision Tree. As displayed in Paul (2007, p. 497), also see 

Westby (2005).  

Evaluative Language Features 

Furthermore, a categorical matrix for evaluative and literate language use was adopted 

from Hipfner-Boucher (2011, p. 64), which tallied the absence or presence of the fol-

lowing categories: modifiers (adjectives/adverbs), expression of intent, metacognitive 

verbs, emotional state terms, physical state terms, and knowledge of dialogue (see Ta-

ble 6). 
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Table 6.  Coding and Scoring Procedures for Evaluative Language (Categorical) 

Variable  Description 

Dialogue A score of 1 indicated the presence of character dialogue (both direct and free, 

see examples). A score of 0 indicated the absence of dialogue. Indirect reports of 

speech (e.g., he called for the frog) were not coded. 

Examples: 

- „Jetzt endlich hab ich dich gefunden, Frosch.“ [“Now I finally found you 

frog.”] 

- Und dann rufen er mit dem Hund: „Wo bist du, Frosch?“ [And then he call 

with the dog, “where are you frog?”] 

Modifiers  A score of 1 indicated the presence of at least one modifier (adjective or adverb). 

A score of 0 indicated the absence of a modifier. 

Examples: 

- Hat er aber ein(en) richtig schlechten Tag. [He had a really bad day.] 

- Und da riecht ekelig. [And there smells disgusting.] 

- Und der Frosch war immer noch nicht da. [And the frog still was not there.] 

Expressions of 

intent 

A score of 1 indicated the presence of at least one expression of intent. A score of 

0 indicated the absence of an expression of intent. 

Examples: 

- Fund die Frosch muss. [Find the frog must.] 

- Und sie will auch in die Baum. [And she also wants to go in the tree.] 

- Er versucht das zu holen. [He tries to get it.] 

Metacognitive 

verbs  

A score of 1 indicated the presence of at least one metacognitive verb. A score of 

0 indicated the absence of a metacognitive verb. 

Examples: 

- Er dachte, der Hund hat ihn freigelassen. [He thought the dog set him free.] 

- Den Frosch weiß nicht wo der Wauwau. [The frog does not know where the 

doggy.] 

Emotional state 

terms 

A score of 1 indicated the presence of at least one emotional state term. A score 

of 0 indicated the absence an emotional state term. 

Examples: 

- Dann wird er böse, weil da Hund da ist. [Then he gets angry, because there 

dog is there.] 

- Kriegt er Angst. [He gets scared.] 

- Dann war der froh, weil er ein Babyfrosch bekommen hat. [Then he was hap-

py, because he got a baby frog.]   

Physical state 

terms 

A score of 1 indicated the presence of at least one physical state term. A score of 

0 indicated the absence of a physical state term. 

Examples: 

- Das tut ihm weh. [That hurts him.] 

- Der war müde. [He was tired.]  

Note. Categories and scoring system from Hipfner-Boucher, 2011, p. 64. Own examples were added 

from narratives produced in this study. The INC category dialogue was included here for a more 

comprehensive picture of evaluative language use. 
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Combined Instrument – Extended Index of Narrative Complexity (EINC) 

The individual parts were each scored31 manually on a scoring sheet (see Appendix C). 

A composite score was calculated for all three parts described above, yielding a maxi-

mum of 26 points.  

Speech Production Process 

The speech production process/verbal fluency in narrative production was targeted via 

maze use (i.e., disfluencies such as false starts, filled pauses, repetitions, and revi-

sions). More specifically, by dividing the number of maze tokens over the number of 

word tokens without mazes, the proportion of maze tokens was obtained.  

 Reliability for Transcription and Narrative Measures 4.4.3

A consensus procedure was used for transcription and segmentation in C-units. Fol-

lowing initial transcription by a trained research assistant, a second research assistant 

examined32 the transcript in its entirety for errors in the area of spelling, to ensure ac-

curate word counts, and in the area of utterance segmentation, to ensure accurate 

TNCU and MLCU calculations. Finally, language transcripts (100%) were reviewed 

by the author. Three remaining cases of disagreement with respect to C-unit segmenta-

tion and two cases with respect to maze use were resolved by listening to the audio 

recording and by discussion. 

Lemmatization, i.e., reducing inflectional forms and derivationally related forms of a 

word to their word roots, was performed by transferring the CLAN list of words com-

puted by the freq command into an Excel-worksheet and manually sorting the tokens 

into the following lexical categories: nouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs, articles (defi-

nite and indefinite), pronouns, prepositions, conjunctions, and numerals. Twenty per-

                                              
31  

Bearing in mind concerns expressed by Muñoz and colleagues (2003), O’Neill, Pearce, and Pick 

(2004), and in accordance with Hipfner-Boucher (2011) a child-based approach rather than a text-

based approach (e.g., Berman & Slobin, 1994) was adopted in scoring macrostructural aspects. As 

such, children were given credit for the inclusion of story grammar elements that were particular to 

the story they chose to tell; in this way, children were not evaluated on the basis of their ability to 

match the story intended by the examiner, but on their ability to generate a well-structured story. 

32
  If in doubt, the research assistant listened to the audio recording while simultaneously checking the 

transcript.  
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cent of the stories were then randomly selected by a second research assistant for reli-

ability purposes. Interrater reliability was very good overall, as measures for each 

word category (tokens) and NDW measure based on lemmas exceeded 90%.  

To determine EINC rating consistency, a research assistant who was blinded from par-

ticipant information was trained on the coding system and independently re-coded 

41% of the narrative samples according to the procedures outlined above. Cohen's κ 

revealed high interrater agreement, κ = .84.  

Finally, maze use was calculated by removing all transcription conventions for mazes 

from the transcripts and rerunning the CHAT freq count. This procedure was repeated 

by a research assistant for a random sample of 20% of the transcripts. To obtain an 

interrater agreement score, the total number of agreements was divided by the total 

number of item comparisons and multiplied by 100. The mean reliability score was 

98.5% (ranging from 90.9% to 100%). Any disagreements were resolved through dis-

cussion before data analysis. The reliability was not counted for TNW and MLCU be-

cause the CLAN software automatically calculated these values.  

4.5 Analytic Strategy 

In response to the study’s main research aim—to examine the fictional narrative skills 

of preschool-age DLLs—three research questions were derived. Analyses specific to 

each research question are detailed below. 

After preliminary analyses for sex differences, as an initial step, descriptive analyses 

were run on all study measures to determine mean performance on the various narra-

tive microstructure and macrostructure measures for the entire sample of children 

(N = 51). Then, to determine associations between narrative indices and other 

measures, correlations were run and analyzed for significance, directionality, and 

strength. Spearman rank correlation tests were computed, because this procedure does 

not require assumption of normality and is less sensitive to bias due to the effect of 

outliers, which were likely to occur in the current sample. Two-tailed correlations were 

run because they are more conservative than one-tailed tests, thus accounting for the 

limited sample size in the present study. Cohen’s (1988) standard was followed to 

evaluate the correlation coefficient to determine the magnitude of the effect size, or the 
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strength of the relationship. Coefficients between .10 and .29 represented a small asso-

ciation, coefficients between .30 and .49 represented a medium association, and coef-

ficients above .50 represented a large association (Cohen, 1988, pp. 77-81). Further-

more, following Rosenthal’s (1996) suggestions, an effect size equivalent to or greater 

than rs = .70 was considered very large (also see Ellis, 2010; Grissom & Kim, 2005). 

Finally, to identify factors contributing to complexity in narrative generations, univari-

ate and multiple regression analyses were computed through the generalized linear 

model options in SPSS. For all analyses, potential impacts on study findings and inter-

pretations are discussed in the results section (see section 6.6 specifically for statistical 

considerations).    
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5 Results Study I 

In this section, following preliminary analyses for sex differences, all results will be 

displayed in regard to the specific research questions.  

To investigate the first research question, Which characteristics of narrative skills can 

be identified in generations of German fictional narratives by Turkish-German pre-

school-age DLLs?, the descriptive statistics for microstructural narrative measures, 

including specifications for lexical composition, will first be presented, followed by 

the descriptive statistics of the macrostructural measures and the speech production 

process. The results are presented per category, starting with a table displaying the ob-

served microstructure scores. To pursue the second set of research questions, Do nar-

rative measures correlate within narrative samples? and To what extent do those 

measures of narrative ability correlate with age, concurrent measures of linguistic and 

cognitive skills, as well as characteristics of the home language environment?, two-

tailed Spearman correlation coefficients were computed and will be presented, includ-

ing corresponding p-values, for all categories. Finally, to examine the third research 

question, How much of the variance in the children’s narrative complexity can be ac-

counted for by three main factors known to be involved in narrative production—

namely, chronological age, expressive vocabulary, and nonverbal intelligence?, the 

outcome of a univariate and multiple regression model will be presented.  

5.1 Preliminary Analysis for Sex Differences 

To identify any sex differences, a Mann-Whitney U test was conducted comparing 

boys’ (n = 20) and girls’ (n = 31) ages (in months), German contact months, mothers’ 

education in years, as well as scores on the language assessment and the Raven CPM, 

and all measures derived from the narratives (for means and standard deviations, see 

Table 7). As none of the measures yielded significant differences between female and 

male participants, gender was not included as an independent variable and all further 

analyses were conducted on the group of participants as a whole.  
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Table 7.  Analysis of Sex Differences 

 Female Male  

Mean SD  Mean SD  p 

Age (months) 57.10 7.35 58.95 7.19 .353 

Contact months German 30.32 14.65 34.70 15.25 .267 

Expressive language 28.07 15.20 33.50 13.15 .238 

Receptive language  20.97 6.58 23.25 4.85 .275 

Raven CPM  16.32 4.58 15.75 2.81 .705 

Mothers’ education 10.34 3.28 9.05 3.03 .390 

EINC 11.45 6.64 12.55 4.95 .364 

TNW 156.68 176.17 122.50 77.83 .758 

TNCU 34.10 28.76 24.15 12.04 .120 

NDW 41.71 28.34 40.70 21.08 .736 

VOCD 17.36 10.48 20.00 6.61 .253 

MLCU 4.11 1.35 4.78 1.51 .109 

Maze Use 9.22 7.48 6.52 4.17 .349 

Note. Scores reported for expressive and receptive language are sums based on LiSe-DaZ subtests 

(Schulz & Tracy, 2011); CPM, Coloured Progressive Matrices; provided data are raw scores; moth-

er’s education was measured in years. EINC = Extended Index of Narrative Complexity; 

MLCU = mean length of C-unit in words; NDW = number of different words in lemmas; 

TNCU = total number of utterances in C-units; TNW = total number of words; TTR = type-token 

ratio; VOCD = vocabulary diversity.  

5.2 Narrative Characteristics in Generations of German Fictional Narratives by 

Turkish-German Preschool-Age DLLs 

To examine the first research question, descriptive statistics for all targeted aspects of 

narrative microstructure, narrative complexity, and the speech production process were 

computed. 
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 Descriptive Statistics for Microstructural Measures 5.2.1

In keeping with standard practice, the following measures were obtained for the ana-

lyzed data set: The total number of words as well as utterances in C-units as measures 

of narrative productivity, the number of different words and VOCD as measures of 

lexical diversity, and the mean length of C-units in words as a measure of syntactic 

complexity. For the measure of VOCD, nine children’s stories precluded computation 

because of limited story length. Table 8 displays the mean score and standard devia-

tion for each variable for the entirety of the sample. Inter-individual variability was 

pronounced for all variables. Additionally, one narrator produced an exceptionally 

long story (i.e., consisting of almost 1,000 words), resulting in greater variability for 

the group as a whole. 

Table 8.  Performance on the Narrative Microstructural Sample Measures 

Measure   M  SD Range 

TNW 143.27 145.63 11-998 

TNCU 30.20  23.99 7-172 

NDW 41.31 25.52 4-120 

VOCD
a
 18.30 9.28 1.50-46.23 

MLCU 4.38  1.44 1.00-7.75 

Note. N = 51. MLCU = mean length of C-unit in words; NDW = number of different 

words in lemmas; TNCU = total number of utterances in C-units; TNW = total num-

ber of words; TTR = type-token ratio; VOCD = vocabulary diversity.  

 
a 
n = 42. 

 Descriptive Statistics for Narrative Complexity Measures 5.2.2

Children’s EINC scores (maximum score: 26) ranged from 3 to 26, with a mean score 

of 11.88 (SD = 6.00). To gather a more detailed picture of child performance, the indi-

vidual components of the EINC will also be presented.  
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Story Grammar  

Overall, the EINC included six story grammar components. Character and setting were 

scored categorically (present or absent), as displayed in Figure 6.  

 

Figure 6.  Relative Frequency of the Inclusion of Character and Setting Information (N = 51) 

More specifically, the majority of children (84.3%) made direct references to the main 

character(s), i.e., the boy and/or the dog (see Bamberg, 1994), for example33, „Da war 

so ein Frosch mit ein Hund und mit ein Junge. Die haben gespielt.” [There was a frog 

with a dog and with a boy. They were playing.]. Meanwhile, information on the setting 

of the story, for example, „Ein Junge schläft mit den Hund. Das ist in der Nacht.” [A 

boy sleeps with the dog. It is in the night.], was only included in about half of the nar-

ratives (54.9%).  

As displayed in Figure 7, the remaining story grammar components, which serve to 

elaborate the episode system, were assessed on a scale from 0 (absent) to 2 (elaborat-

ed) for a maximum total score of 10. Children’s scores covered the whole range from 1 

to 10, with a mean score of 5.41 (SD = 3.48). The inclusion of an initiating event (ini-

tial and elaborated, overall 58.8%), e.g., „Da ist der Frosch einfach abgehauen” [There 

the frog simply ran off], was usually tied to an elicited response from the character(s) 

(elaborated, 52.9%), e.g., „Die suchen Frosch” [They are looking for frog]. Also, 

                                              
33

  All examples were taken from stories produced in the current study.   
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while 7.8% of stories were purely deictic and did not include any mention of actions or 

attempts taken by the main character(s), for example, „Da Junge. Die Hund. Zwei 

Biene.” [Boy there. The dog. Two bees.], the majority of children included actions in 

their stories; even if in only 45.1% of the stories included actual attempts, that is, ac-

tions taken by the main character(s) that were directly related to the initiating event 

(see previous example). 

 

Figure 7.  Relative Frequency of the Inclusion of Story Grammar Components (N = 51) 

Approximately half of the stories (51.0%) did not include mentions of a complication, 

i.e. an event that prohibits the execution of a plan or action taken in response to an ini-

tiating event, while 11.8% children included one and 37.3% made mention of two 

complications (e.g., „Er suchte den ganzen Schnee durch, aber er hat ihn nicht gefund-

en. […] Und dann ist er runtergefallen und er ruft noch mal. Und er findet nicht.” [He 

searched through the whole snow, but he did not find him. […] And then he fell down 

and he calls again. And he does not find.]). Finally, consequences—meaning instances 

related to the initiating event resolving the problem (or not)—emerged in 43.1% of 

narratives, while 23.5% even included two consequences, for example, „Und da haben 

sie die Frösche gefunden. […] Und dann hat ein Frosch von den Kleine genehm(t) 

mit.“ [And there they found the frogs. […] And then one frog of the little ones took 

with them.].  
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Conjunctions and Markers 

In the area of connectivity, the use of additive, temporal, and causal markers was tar-

geted. Of the 51 participants, 6 children (i.e., 11.8%) did not produce any markers, 

while the majority of narrators (88.2%) used at least one additive marker (see Figure 

8).  

Figure 8.  Relative Frequency of Use of Additive Markers (N = 51) 

As displayed in Figure 9, conjunctions and markers referencing temporality were used 

by 66.7% of the children, with almost 40% of the DLLs using two or more temporal 

markers. 

 Figure 9.  Relative Frequency of Use of Temporal Markers (N = 51) 

Finally, almost 10% of the children used causal markers in their narrative productions 

(see Figure 10).  
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Figure 10.  Relative Frequency of Use of Causal Markers (N = 51) 

Overall Story Structure 

Based on the binary decision tree structure (see section 4.4.2), narratives were scored 

holistically on their story structure level ranging from 1 (descriptive sequence) to 6 

(complete episode). Figure 11 presents frequency distributions of the six categories 

across the sample. 

 

Figure 11.  Relative Frequency of Story Structure Levels (N = 51) 

The first two categories, descriptive and action sequences were clearly overrepresented 

in the sample. Most children produced action sequences (52.9%), that is, a narrative 

structure featuring a temporal cohesion, but no causally related sequences. More than 

one-third of the narratives were deemed descriptive sequences where a clear connec-
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tion between the pictures was not elaborated. Only two children (3.9%) produced 

complete episodes which featured both goal-directed and intentional behavior as well 

as initiating event, attempt, and consequence.   

Evaluative Language Use 

The use of evaluative language aspects, as displayed in Figure 12, was differentially 

distributed across categories. By far the most commonly produced elements were mod-

ifiers (i.e., adjectives and adverbs), which serve to elaborate noun phrases (e.g., Frosch 

ist immer noch nicht da. [Frog is still not there.]; Und da riecht ekelig. [And there 

smells gross.]).  

 

Figure 12.  Relative Frequency of Use of Evaluative Language Aspects (N = 51) 

Furthermore, 45.1% of children included dialogue, i.e., a comment or statement made 

by a character or by characters engaging in conversation (e.g., Und der sagt: „Das 

stinkt.” [And he says, ‘That smells’],) in their Frog Story narrations. The dialogue was 

introduced primarily using the verb sagen [to say] and primarily consisted of one line. 

Expressions of intent, which further help to convey the character’s perspective, e.g., 

Und der will den finden [And he wants to find it], was present in 37.3% of the stories. 

Further internal state terms were only included in a minority of the narrative samples 
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(metacognitive verbs: 21.6%, emotional state terms: 25.5% and physical state terms: 

17.6%).  

In conclusion, it can be summarized that many children used evaluative language in 

their narratives. While little spontaneous mention of mental state terms were observed, 

modifiers were included in almost all stories, followed by dialogue included in almost 

half of the stories.  

Speech Production Process 

Maze use widely varied between children (0.00 to 24.32) with a mean percentage of 

8.16 of maze-words per story (SD = 6.48).  

After this descriptive overview of produced aspects of microstructure, macrostructure, 

evaluative language use, the combined score of narrative complexity, and the speech 

production process, the following steps of the analytical process explores how they are 

related to one another, with concurrent child assessments as well as with aspects from 

participants’ home language and literacy environment.   

5.3 Correlational Analyses  

To address the second set of research questions, regarding which narrative measures 

were significantly correlated within narrative samples and to what extent measures of 

narrative ability correlated with age, in addition to the concurrent measures of linguis-

tic skills as well as characteristics of the home language environment, Spearman corre-

lations were calculated.  

 Correlational Patterns Between Narrative Measures 5.3.1

Among the microstructural variables, for measures of narrative productivity (total 

number of words (TNW) and total number of C-units (TNCU)), the highest correla-

tions emerged with a measure of lexical diversity, specifically the number of different 

words in lemmas (NDW, rs = .81 to .92). For syntactic complexity (mean length of C-

unit, MLCU), the strongest correlations emerged with TNW (rs = .79) and NDW 

(rs = .75). Also, indices of narrative microstructure and macrostructure were clearly 
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related to another; the correlations for all domains of narrative microstructure (TNW, 

TNCU, NDW, VOCD, MLCU) and narrative complexity (EINC) were positive, signif-

icant, and high in strength (rs = .62 to .85), as displayed in Table 9. Maze use was the 

only exception and was not correlated with any of the other narrative measures. 

Table 9.  Two-tailed Spearman Rank-Correlations between Narrative Performance and Child 

Measures 

  Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

 1.   Age  — 
          

 2.   Ex. lang.
a   .42

**
 —          

 3.   Rec. lang.   .48
**

   .55
**

 —         

 4.   CPM    .32
*
  -.56   .30

*
 —        

 5.   TNW
  .42

**
   .49

**
   .52

**
   .29

*
 —       

 6.   TNCU  .26  .41
**

   .41
**

   .14   .90
**

 —      

 7.   NDW  .38
**

  .55
**

   .57
**

   .27   .92
**

   .81
*
 —     

 8.  VOCD
   .27    .50

**
   .52

**
   .06   .49

**
   .38

*
   .74

**
 —    

 9.  MLCU   .46
**

   .44
**

   .47
**

   .36
**

   .79
**

   .46
**

   .75
**

   .28 —   

10. SG Score   .49
**

   .47
**

   .58
**

   .28
*
   .73

**
   .58

**
   .80

**
   .53

**
   .68

**
 —  

11.  EINC   .53
**

   .59
**

  .68
 **

   .29
*
   .77

** 
   .63

**
   .85

**
   .62

**
   .71

**
  .93

**
 — 

12. Maze use -.13  .01  .05 -.27  .16  .22  .15  .09  .02  .15   .08 

Note. N = 51. Expressive and receptive language are raw scores sums based on LiSe-DaZ subtests (Schulz & 

Tracy, 2011); nonverbal intelligence based on Raven Coloured Progressive Matrices (CPM) (Raven, 1995). 

EINC = Extended Index of Narrative Complexity; MLCU = mean length of C-units in words; NDW = number 

of different words in lemmas; SG Score = story grammar score; TNCU = total number of utterances in C-

units; TNW = total number of words; VOCD = vocabulary diversity. Maze use was calculated by dividing all 

words containing disfluencies, such as false starts, filled pauses, repetitions, and revisions over total number 

of words. 
a 
n = 50. 

*
p < .05. 

**
p < .01. 

 Correlational Patterns Between Narrative Measures and Further Child Data 5.3.2

Further correlation analyses targeted relations between measures of narrative abilities 

and further child data, including age, concurrent measures of linguistic skills, as well 



85 

 

as the exploration of relations between narrative sample measures and variables of the 

home language environment.  

Age in Months 

For the quantitative measures of narrative productivity, age was significantly and 

moderately correlated with TNW (rs = .42, p < .01), but not with TNCU (rs = .26, 

p = .069). For the lexical diversity measures, only one variable was moderately corre-

lated with age, namely number of different words (in lemmas) (rs = .38, p < .01), while 

no correlations were found between age and the D statistic (rs = .27, p = .079) in this 

group. Age was also moderately correlated with MLCU (rs = .46, p < .01). Also, posi-

tive correlations emerged between age and macrostructure (Story grammar (SG) score, 

rs = .49, p < .01) and narrative complexity (EINC, rs = .53, p < .01). The percentage of 

maze use at the word level, i.e., the measure of speech production, was not correlated 

with age (rs = -.13, p = .734).  

German Language Skills 

Correlations between expressive and receptive language and all measures of narrative 

microstructure and narrative complexity were positive, significant, and moderate-to-

high in strength (rs = .41 to .68), with the strongest correlations surfacing between ex-

pressive and receptive language and lexical diversity (NDW and VOCD, rs = .50 to 

.57) as well as expressive and receptive language and narrative macrostructure and 

narrative complexity (SG score and EINC, rs = .47 to .68). No significant correlation 

emerged between German language skills and the percentage of maze use at the word 

level (expressive language skills, rs = .01, p = .932; receptive language skills, rs = .05, 

p = .734).  

Language Contact  

The average language contact of a child during the week (mainly Turkish, approxi-

mately balanced, or mainly German) was positively and moderately correlated with 

German expressive language measures (rs = .30, p = .032), such that the more expo-

sure to German children had over a typical week, the higher their expressive language 
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scores. However, for receptive language, the relationship was not significant (rs = .23, 

p = .111). In relation to narrative measures, the only significant correlations were 

small-to-medium in magnitude and emerged with lexical diversity (NDW, rs = .30, 

p = .032, macrostructure (SG score, rs = .29, p = .028), and narrative complexity 

(EINC, rs = .31, p = .028).  

Turkish Language Skills  

Participants’ Turkish language skills were assessed via parent rating. While not being 

correlated with age in months (rs = -.17, p = .249), the proficiency level of Turkish 

skills in children was negatively correlated with standardized measures of German ex-

pressive language (rs = -.46, p < .01) as well as German receptive language (rs = -.43, 

p < .01), indicating that children who were rated as having higher Turkish language 

skills achieved lower raw scores on the German language assessment. Furthermore, 

Turkish proficiency ratings were correlated with the average language input patterns 

over the course of a week, such that the more German was used, the lower Turkish 

ratings were (rs = -.50, p < .01). Also, there was a small but significant correlation be-

tween the amount of different speakers of Turkish in a child’s environment and that 

child’s individual Turkish skills (rs = .29, p = .044).  

In relation to narrative measures, most significant correlations were negative and 

emerged with lexical diversity (NDW, rs = -.30, p = .033), syntactic complexity 

(MLCU, rs = -.30, p = .028), and narrative complexity (EINC, rs = -.32, p = .025), such 

that the higher the child’s Turkish skills, the lower the number of different words pro-

duced, the lower the mean length of C-unit, and the lower the narrative complexity in 

the children’s German Frog Story productions. Also, Turkish language proficiency and 

the overall number of speakers in the home environment addressing the child in Turk-

ish were positively and moderately correlated with maze use (rs = .38, p < .01 and 

rs = .41, p = .01, respectively), such that children whose Turkish proficiency was rated 

higher and who were exposed to more Turkish-speaking interlocutors, produced more 

maze-influenced words in their German narratives. Meanwhile, maze use was not cor-

related with the amount of language mixing by primary caregivers (mother’s frequen-
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cy of language mixing, rs = .12, p = .404; father’s frequency of language mixing, 

rs = .09, p = .516).  

Home Literacy Environment 

While the number of books in the home (both Turkish and German) was correlated 

with the frequency of shared book reading (rs = .46, p < .01), no other significant cor-

relations emerged with respect to measures of the home language environment, child 

measures, or measures of narrative ability.  

5.4 Regression Analysis 

The final research question was posed to explore whether chronological age, LiSe-DaZ 

expressive vocabulary scores, and performance on the CPM—or all three together—

could predict the complexity of children’s narrative generations (as measured by 

EINC), and how much of the variance they predict. These predictors were chosen for 

specific reasons, as outlined below. 

Previously discussed in chapters 2 and 3, the production of a successful fictional narra-

tive requires the cognitive coordination of a story’s global organization (macrostruc-

ture) and linguistic explication (microstructure) of a series of made-up events. In 

DLLs, macrostructure was found to be largely language-independent, as research find-

ings indicated that early literacy skills and narrative macrostructure components are 

more likely to be associated between the two languages of DLL children than more 

language-specific lexical and morphosyntactic oral language abilities that come to play 

in narrative microsturcure (e.g., Cárdenas-Hagan et al., 2007). However, research in-

cluding DLLs with varying skill levels in their respective languages revealed that both 

narrative coherence and linguistic expression might suffer when the learner’s array of 

linguistic devices in the respective language is very limited (Montanari, 2004). Fur-

thermore, the notion that narrative expression improves with chronological age is well 

documented in research with typically developing children (e.g., Berman & Slobin, 

1994; Hughes et al., 1997). For these reasons, it was expected that age in months (in-

dependent variable 1), expressive language (independent variable 2), and nonverbal 

intelligence (independent variable 3) would all significantly predict and account for a 
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high amount of variance in DLLs’ narrative complexity (as measured by EINC, de-

pendent variable).  

As displayed in Table 9, correlations (Spearman, two-tailed) between predictor varia-

bles (age in months, expressive language, and nonverbal intelligence) were small to 

moderate, with none above 0.50, suggesting that the variables were representing rea-

sonably separate aspects contributing to narrative complexity. As to be expected, the 

correlation between the nonverbal intelligence measure and the expressive language 

score was not significant. Univariate regression analyses were performed first to iden-

tify the contribution of individual factors to the multivariate model. When tested indi-

vidually, age, expressive language, and nonverbal intelligence all contributed signifi-

cantly to the variance of the outcome. Table 10 summarizes the results of the univari-

ate and multiple regressions. When computed by multiple regression, the model with 

the same three independent variables predicting narrative complexity was statistically 

significant: (F(3, 46) = 18.14, p < .01, R
2
 = .54, R

2
Adj = .51).  

Table 10.  Summary of Regression Analyses for Variables Predicting Narrative Complexity 

  Univariate analysis 

Factor B SE B ß 

Age 0.46 0.10 .54
**

 

Expressive language
a 0.26 0.05 .62

** 

Nonverbal intelligence 0.53 0.20 .35
* 

 Multivariate analysis 

Factor B  SE B  ß 

Age 0.17 0.10 .21 

Expressive language
a 0.22 0.05 .53

**
 

Nonverbal intelligence 0.41 0.16 .28
* 

Note. N = 51.
 
Expressive language is a sum based on LiSe-DaZ expressive subtests (Schulz & Tracy, 

2011); nonverbal intelligence is based on Raven Coloured Progressive Matrices (CPM) (Raven, 1995). 

Provided data are raw scores. Reported are Spearman’s correlation coefficients (two-tailed). 
a 
n = 50.

 

*
p < .05. 

**
p < .01.
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The three independent variables accounted for 54.2% of variance in the narrative com-

plexity. More specifically, the standardized discriminant coefficients for the multiple 

regression model revealed that the strongest predictor was expressive language. Ac-

cordingly, it should be noted that expressive language contributed more to the EINC 

score variance than the other two predictors in terms of the relatively higher beta coef-

ficient, explaining a significant proportion of variance in narrative complexity. Non-

verbal intelligence was the second highest contributor, while age was the smallest.34

  

                                              
34

  Note that the EINC score included story grammar, connective devices, and evaluative language use 

(see Appendix B). As the latter two aspects were possibly also heavily influenced by language 

skills, an additional multiple regression analysis was conducted, which only targeted narrative 

macrostructure (as measured via story grammar score, i.e., the sum of used story grammar ele-

ments). Results were comparable to the EINC model: The model with age in months, expressive 

language, and nonverbal intelligence predicting narrative story grammar was statistically signifi-

cant (F(3, 46) = 12.85, p < .01, R
2
 = .46, R

2
Adj = .42). The three independent variables accounted for 

45.6% of variance in the expression of narrative story grammar. Similar to the analysis featuring 

the EINC score, expressive language emerged as the strongest contributor. For further information, 

see Appendix E. 
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6 Discussion Study I 

The current study examined one specific type of narrative, namely fictional narrative 

generation, based on a wordless picture book, told by Turkish-German DLLs who 

were on average 4 years and 8 months old. Based on theoretical and empirical under-

pinnings presented in chapters 2 and 3, research objectives and questions were derived 

to extend the knowledge base on narrative skills in preschool-age children to DLLs of 

Turkish and German, who represent an understudied group. For the purpose of this 

study, to be classified as a DLL, the children needed to have systematic language con-

tact with German for at least 10 months, attend a German ECEC institution, and pro-

duce output in both languages daily (in families who conversed in Turkish exclusively, 

this criterion was limited to weekdays, when German was spoken in the ECEC institu-

tion). The primary objective of this research was to generate insight into German nar-

rative skills of typically developing German-acquiring children in the preschool age, 

who have had varying exposure to the Turkish language. To accomplish this objective, 

narrative productions were first examined using a multifaceted approach to narrative 

indices. Second, this study examined patterns of associations among narrative skills, 

standardized developmental measures, as well as aspects regarding participants’ home 

language and literacy environment. Finally, by conducting univariate and multiple re-

gression analyses, predicting factors of narrative complexity were explored.  

The first section in this chapter offers a detailed discussion of the study results, orga-

nized by the three research questions under examination. In the second section, the 

study limitations will be carefully discussed while also pointing to considerations for 

future research. Finally, the third section presents a general discussion of the main 

findings.  

6.1 Turkish-German DLLs’ Fictional Narrative Productions 

Despite the fact that the production of narratives is sometimes conceptualized as a sin-

gle skill level, it comprises multiple aspects. Therefore, the analysis targeted a variety 

of narrative sub-skills relevant to the narrative acquisition process in reference to each 

© Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden 2016
U. Licandro, Narrative Skills of Dual Language Learners, Diversität in 
Kommunikation und Sprache / Diversity in Communication and Language, 
DOI 10.1007/978-3-658-14673-3_6
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other and further child data. The forthcoming sections discuss the results of the anal-

yses conducted in reference to the current research literature. 

 Characteristics of DLLs’ Fictional Narrative Productions 6.1.1

The first research question was aimed at exploring the various aspects expressed in the 

German narrative productions by providing descriptive statistics for all obtained 

measures. 

Narrative Microstructure 

Among the examined microstructural aspects were narrative productivity (total num-

ber of words, number of C-units), lexical diversity (number of different words in lem-

mas, D-statistic), and syntactic complexity (mean length of C-unit).  

Overall, microstructural measures of the current sample were comparable to results 

reported by previous research35. Bedore and colleagues’ study (2006) examined spon-

taneous Frog Story narratives of typically-developing DLLs (Mage = 5 years, 9 months) 

who were, similar to participants in the current study, exposed to varying levels of a 

language (Spanish) different from the main language in ECEC (English). They report-

ed a similar total number of C-units produced (M = 33.77, SD = 12.32). Furthermore, 

in the Bedore study, the mean length of C-units was slightly higher (M = 5.11 words, 

SD = 0.96) as was the number of different words, but mind the mean age difference of 

roughly a year and, of course, the fact that different linguistic systems were at play.  

Lofranco et al. (2006) used a different story than the Frog Story to assess fictional sto-

ry generation in DLLs, and participating children were considerably older (Mage = 7 

years, 7 months) than children in the current study. However, the average productivity 

based on the mean total number of words in the current study (M = 143.27, 

                                              
35  

Preferably, the narrative productions would be compared to those of preschool-aged children of 

Turkish-German backgrounds. As these data, to my knowledge, do not exist (or are not published), 

reference data from studies including DLL children from other linguistic and cultural backgrounds 

(mainly English and Spanish, also see Table 2) are used. As narrative construction is influenced by 

the linguistic structure of the language children speak, for example, when marking aspect (for ex-

ample, see Berman & Slobin, 1994), caution needs to be applied when comparing computed 

measures.  
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SD = 145.63) was comparable to the mean number of words reported in the Lofranco 

study (M = 129.50, SD = 38.31), so that further comparisons were drawn. Notably 

though, the number of C-units differed, such that children in the Lofranco study pro-

duced on average only a mean of M = 17.13 (SD = 2.23) C-units; the mean number of 

C-units produced by children in the current study was M = 30.20.(SD = 23.99). How-

ever, this is not surprising, because of the age difference of roughly three years in the 

children. The older children in the Lofranco study likely embedded their lexical choic-

es in more advanced syntactical constructions, such as subordinate clauses, which af-

fected the overall number of C-units.  

Finally, Fiestas and Peña (2004) analyzed the spontaneous English-language Frog Sto-

ry generations of 4-to 6-year-olds who were exposed to Spanish at the home environ-

ment, and found productivity rates (total number of words: M = 186.83, SD = 76.40; 

number of C-units: M = 33.75, SD = 9.99) and syntactic complexity rates (mean length 

of C-unit: M = 5.44, SD = 0.78) quite similar to the ones in the current study. 

Overall, when drawing these comparisons, it should be considered that the cultural and 

linguistic backgrounds from the children differed, so that no definite conclusions can 

be drawn. Still, these results can be viewed as an indication that the current sample is 

representative of preschool-aged DLLs’ narrative ability on the microstructure level. 

Furthermore, the pronounced variability in all targeted variables of microstructural 

expression (i.e., productivity, lexical diversity, and syntactic complexity), as indicated 

by large standard deviations, should be noted. In the light of previous research, this 

outcome is not surprising. Kupersmitt and colleagues (2014) reported large standard 

deviations to be particularly present in narrative productions of 6-year-old DLLs, 

pointing to a high inter-group variability among young language learners. Similarly, in 

Uccelli’s and Páez’s (2007) study, fictional narratives produced by 5-year-old DLLs in 

response to a picture sequence were characterized by large variability in productivity 

(total number of words was 0 to 70). Furthermore, Muñoz and colleagues (2003) re-

ported high inter-individual differences in narrative productivity and sentence organi-

zation in preschoolers’ Frog Story generations. On the one hand, these differences 

likely reflect children’s developing levels of skill in learning how to tell a story, but, 
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on the other hand, they also suggest that, taken by themselves, microstructural 

measures may not generate a clear picture of narrative ability in young DLLs. Espe-

cially in this population, narrative expression on the microstructure level may develop 

well into adolescence (Gámez et al., 2015).  

Narrative Complexity 

This section will summarize and discuss the findings in the targeted areas of narrative 

complexity.  

Extended Index of Narrative Complexity (EINC) 

Narratives productions covered the whole range from initial narrative attempts, reach-

ing only minimal levels of narrative complexity to full-blown elaborated stories reach-

ing the highest possible scores. Individual aspects of the EINC will be discussed in 

more detail below.  

Story Grammar 

In the current study, most children introduced the main character(s) with a direct refer-

ence (story element: character), while only about half of the children anchored their 

story plot in space and/or time (story element: setting). Almost 60% of children made 

explicit reference to the initiating event, which inaugurates the event sequence consti-

tuting the story. However, a direct mention of a complication was still missing in ap-

proximately half of the narratives. Also, about half of the participants treated the final 

pictures of the story as scenes disconnected from the rest of the story and thus did not 

explicitly mention a consequence.  

These results are comparable to prior research on story grammar expression in pre-

school-aged children, suggesting that an inclusion of the full range of main story 

grammar elements, especially of consequences, cannot be reliably expected before the 

school-age (e.g., Berman & Slobin, 1994; Fiestas & Peña, 2004; Peterson & McCabe, 

1991) and that preschool-aged DLLs may exhibit considerable inter-individual varia-

bility in expressing story grammar elements (e.g., Muñoz et al., 2003).  
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Conjunctions and Markers 

The developmental shift from using intra- to inter-sentential devices is crucial for ex-

pressing complex relationships in a narrative context. Participants of the current study 

most often expressed inter-clausal connectivity by linear chaining events in applying 

connectors such as and, and then: Additive markers were present in almost 90% of the 

narratives, making them the most ubiquitous conjunction used. Also, roughly two-

thirds of the children in the current study already used temporal markers to relate se-

quences. Only 10% of the produced stories included subordinated sentence structures 

with causal connectors.  

These results falls in line with previous research on monolingual children (Peterson & 

McCabe, 1991) and DLLs (Kupersmitt & Berman, 2001), where coordinating conjunc-

tions were posited as the earliest and most ubiquitous markers of connectivity in chil-

dren’s narratives. 

Story Structure Level 

Overall, as already established by research on monolingual child narrators of the Frog 

Story from different cultural and linguistic backgrounds (e.g., Berman & Slobin, 1994) 

as well as DLLs (Kupersmitt & Berman, 2001), fictional generations in this population 

and age group were found to be in the earliest stages of complexity (also see conjunc-

tions and markers). For example, Berman and Slobin (1994) reported that children be-

ginning at 5 to 7 years of age will construct narratives around an action structure, i.e., 

produce an internally coherent narrative that consists of an initial goal, attempts to 

reach the goal, and an outcome. 

Still, two children in the current study already displayed this type of advanced fictional 

narrative (including temporal and causal references). Unsurprisingly, they were among 

the oldest (aged 4 years, 9 months and 5 years, 2 months, respectively) and among 

those reaching the highest raw scores of German language skills as well as nonverbal 

intelligence. The overwhelming majority of children produced narratives at a much 

lower complexity level. When holistically assessing the overall maturity of narrative 

organization, more than one-third of the children produced descriptive sequences; i.e., 
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treating each picture as an isolated event by describing the contents of each picture at a 

local level. In almost 53% of the produced narratives, temporal referencing was pre-

sent, so that produced stories could be characterized as action sequences.  

Evaluative Language Use 

The use of evaluative language aspects was differentially distributed across categories. 

While little spontaneous mention of mental state terms was observed, modifiers (i.e., 

adjectives and adverbs) were included in almost all stories, followed by dialogue, 

which was present in almost half of the stories (see section 5.2.2).  

Curenton and Justice (2004) examined the use of evaluative language features in mon-

olingual preschoolers’ (N = 67) Frog Story generations in the United States. Similar to 

the current study, they found frequent inclusions of adverbs (in around one-third of all 

C-units) and lower incidences of mental state terms (mental and linguistic verbs, in 

around one-tenth of C-units). Furthermore, Ukrainetz and colleagues (2005) examined 

spontaneous narrative constructions by 5-to 6-year-old monolingual English speaking 

children (N = 32) in the United States based on a five-picture sequence. Similarly, the 

most used type of evaluative language was modifiers, by a wide margin. While dia-

logue was present in about 25% of narrative productions in the Ukrainetz et al. study 

(2005), participants in the current study included dialogue in almost half of their narra-

tive productions. Finally, Ukrainetz et al. (2005) reported internal state words36 to form 

the lowest category of mentions; they were present in about 20% of the narratives. For 

participants in the current study, internal state terms also reached the fewest mentions. 

Important exceptions were expressions of intent, which were present in over one-third 

of the stories. Keep in mind though, that the Frog Story was considerably longer than 

the picture sequence used in the Ukrainetz et al. (2005) study. Also, a comparison be-

tween DLLs and monolinguals is not ideal, because it typically occurs to the detriment 

of DLLs. However, in the area of internal state term use, Blom & Boerma (2015, July) 

                                              
36

  The specific descriptions of those terms was: “Words that reflected intentions and thoughts (e.g., 

decided, thought), emotional motivations and reactions (e.g., depressed, sad, angry), and physical 

states (e.g., tired, exhausted)” (Ukrainetz et al., 2005, p. 1368), so that they fit exactly four of the 

categories selected for analysis in the current study: Expression of intent, metacognitive verbs, 

emotional state terms, and physical state terms. 
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reported 5-to-6-year old sequential DLLs to produce even higher numbers of internal 

state terms in a self-generated fictional narrative than monolingual children.  

Speech Production Process 

To gain insight into the internal process of language formulation, the current study also 

targeted a measure specific to the speech production process: maze use. Children’s 

overall maze use, which was computed by calculating the percentage of maze words 

over total number of words, varied widely, from 0.0% to 24.32%. On average, children 

produced 8.16% of maze-influenced words per narrative.  

This percentage is considerably lower than the one reported by Fiestas and colleagues 

(2005), who reported an average maze use of 14% in functionally monolingual and 

20% in functionally bilingual children, respectively, who were on average 6 years old. 

It should be noted, however, that the Fiestas study was based on a smaller sample 

(N = 30). Moreover, it is important to consider that DLLs who participated in the cur-

rent study were younger overall (Mage = 4 years, 8 months), and that the ability to re-

vise produced speech acts might increase with age (Gámez et al., 2015)37. The capacity 

to monitor and repair own language acts in the realm of storytelling may also be con-

nected to the typical advances in the formulation, i.e., complex language use. For ex-

ample, Bedore et al. (2006) reported positive correlations between productivity (num-

ber of words), syntactic complexity (mean length of utterance), and utterance-level 

maze use.  

As age-related growth in narrative microstructure has been reported in DLLs (e.g., Be-

dore et al., 2010; Laurent et al., 2015; Muñoz et al., 2003), the higher production of 

mazes in Fiestas et al.’s study might have been connected to longer and more syntacti-

cally elaborated narrative productions. However, this notion could not be verified, as 

Fiestas and colleagues (2005) did not report microstructural measure.  

 

 

 

                                              

37 However, the current study found no correlations between maze use and age.  
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Subsummary 

Much information can be drawn from the descriptive results; however, a direct com-

parison to prior research is limited insofar that the current study is the first to date to 

include the particular participant group. In gross terms, narrative measures were within 

age-appropriate expectations. Similar to previous research focusing on young children, 

both mono- and dual-language learners have shown a large variability in oral narrative 

performance on the microstructure level (e.g., Justice et al., 2006; Liles et al., 1995). 

Also, unsurprisingly, high inter-individual variations between children emerged on the 

content-level, as produced stories represented the whole continuum of what can be 

thought to be a fictional narrative: While most children produced simple narratives that 

lacked semantic richness and omitted important story elements, some children’s narra-

tives were rich in both linguistic expression and narrative content. To fully understand 

these distributional patterns, further investigation is needed. 

In light of these results, the considerable demand of creating extended discourse under 

these circumstances should be acknowledged. After all, drawing on research on mono-

lingual children, Berman (2001) reasons that  

“[…] structured tasks such as elicitations based on picture-series or picturebooks of the kind favored for 

both clinical and research purposes yield well-structured narratives only at relatively late preschool age 

or beyond.”  

(p. 424) 

Beyond the characterization of narrative abilities displayed by preschool-age DLLs, 

the next step in the analyzation process targeted relations between narrative variables 

and other child data to gain further insight into narrative production skills.  

 Relations between Narrative Performance, Language Skills, and Measures of the 6.1.2

Home Language Environment 

To gain insight into relations of child narrative and other measures, two-tailed Spear-

man correlation analyses were conducted.   
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Intercorrelations of Narrative Measures 

As reported by previous studies, positive and high correlations emerged between the 

narrative measures (except for maze use, see section 5.3.1). For example, Bedore et al., 

(2010) found lexical diversity to be highly correlated with syntactic complexity.   

Narrative Microstructure 

First, clear patterns between children’s age and narrative performance emerged. Older 

children tended to produce longer stories and used a larger variation of words. Those 

words were not spread out over more C-units, as no significant correlations arose be-

tween age and total number of C-units, but seemed to be used to construct more com-

plex C-units (moderate correlations between age and MLCU). The finding that older 

children will tell stories which are more well-elaborated and well-constructed falls in 

line with previous research reporting age-related growth in narrative development. For 

example, Terry and colleagues (2013) reported that the number of C-units in Frog Sto-

ry retells of preschool-age children decreased over a school term while indexes of oth-

er narrative micro- and macrostructure measures increased. Furthermore, other longi-

tudinal studies also reported an age-related increase in total number of words, number 

of different words, and mean length of utterance in DLL’s fictional narrative produc-

tions (Bedore et al., 2010; Laurent et al., 2015; Miller, et al., 2006; Uccelli & Páez, 

2007). Muñoz and colleagues (2003), however, found similar measures of productivity 

(total number of words) and lexical diversity (number of different words) in 4-and 5-

year-old DLLs’ Frog Story generations, which the authors mainly contributed to high 

inter-individual variability on these measures. Similarly, the current study found pro-

nounced differences between participants (see section 5.2.1), so caution must be ap-

plied when inferring solely from productivity to narrative competence. Measures of 

sentence structure, such as the mean length of C-units, may be a better indicator of 

developmental progress (also see Muñoz et al., 2003). 

Second, microstructure measures were also related to the German language skill-level, 

as indicated by significant correlations which were moderate to high in strength. This 

result was well-expected, as microstructure measures heavily draw on the narrator’s 
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lexical and morpho-syntactical knowledge in the target language. For example, Bedore 

and colleagues (2010) reported that in preschool-age children’s English-language nar-

ratives (who were Spanish-English DLLs), levels of language ability were correlated 

with targeted microlevel narrative abilities, specifically MLU (as a measure of gram-

matical complexity) and NDW (as a measure of lexical diversity).  

Furthermore, a medium correlation related more exposure to German at home to high-

er lexical diversity scores (NDW). This finding is not surprising, as vocabularies of 

children receiving a higher input in another language (here: Turkish) are typically dis-

tributed across languages (e.g., Core, Hoff, Rumiche, & Señor, 2013; Hoff & Core, 

2015; Rydland et al., 2014a).  

Narrative Macrostructure and Complexity  

Similar to most microstructure measures, age was also positively correlated with story 

grammar use and overall story complexity (as measured by EINC). Again, these re-

sults support prior longitudinal research, suggesting an age-related (and, one may ar-

gue, experience-related) growth in complexity on the content-level (e.g., Laurent et al., 

2015; Melzi et al., 2013; Montanari, 2004; Uccelli & Páez, 2007). For example, Mon-

tanari (2004) found narrative complexity to increase with age across and within DLL’s 

languages. 

Also, while not all previous studies reported an influence of the amount minority lan-

guage use at home on the expression of macrostructure in another language (Hipfner-

Boucher et al., 2015), the current study found correlations, albeit small to moderate in 

effect, between the average language contact during the week and the story grammar 

score as well as EINC, such that a higher exposure to German was related to higher 

scores in the areas of narrative complexity and macrostructure. One possible explana-

tion for this relation is that the amount of German contact was also positively and 

moderately correlated with expressive language skills (rs = .30, p = .032), which in 

turn were moderately to highly correlated with narrative macrostructure (story gram-

mar) and narrative complexity (EINC). Uccelli and Páez’ (2007) reported a similar 

relation. In their study, expressive vocabulary was positively and moderately associat-
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ed with narrative macrostructure in both of young children’s languages (Spanish L1 

and English L2), such that DLLs with larger L2 vocabularies reached higher narrative 

quality scores for their L2 narratives. For an in-depth discussion of the importance of 

DLLs’ language skills for the expression of narrative complexity, see sections 3.4 and 

3.5. 

Speech Production Process 

Generating a fictional narrative posits a considerable challenge to preschool-aged chil-

dren, especially to DLLs, which may be due to the “formulation, monitoring and repair 

of language to meet the demands of storytelling” (Fiestas et al., 2005, p. 739). The cur-

rent study investigated the relations between maze use, narrative skills, German lan-

guage skills, nonverbal intelligence, as well as measures of the home language envi-

ronment. The finding that percentage of maze use on the word level was positively and 

moderately correlated with Turkish language skills and the number of Turkish lan-

guage interlocutors (see section 5.3.2), but no other measure of narrative skill or fur-

ther child data, suggests that children with higher Turkish knowledge were likely to 

produce higher numbers of mazes.  

These results fall in line with findings of Bedore and colleagues (2006), who reported 

that speakers with larger vocabularies (as determined by parental and teacher report) 

used higher amounts of mazes. Furthermore, Lofranco, Peña, and Bedore (2006) found 

that higher levels of exposure to Filipino and a lower number of years of exposure to 

English yielded high maze use in narrative retells of 6- and 7-year-old DLLs of Filipi-

no and English. Also, while overall maze use was not different between groups, Fies-

tas and colleagues (2005) descriptively reported repetition rates in English-language 

narratives to be lower in Spanish-English DLLs who were dominant English speakers, 

as opposed to Spanish-English DLLs with higher abilities in Spanish.  

Interestingly though, in contrast to Bedore and colleagues (2006), the current study did 

not identify maze use as a function of narrative productivity. It is important to 

acknowledge differences in participants, as DLLs in Bedore et al. (2006) were roughly 

balanced, whereas DLLs in the current study varied in their previous exposure to and 

linguistic competence in their different languages and were also younger in age. The 
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current study did not find correlations between maze use and any measures related to 

German language skills, such as receptive and expressive language skills, or systemat-

ic exposure to German (i.e., contact months German, ECEC participation in months, or 

language input at home). Therefore, it may not be the lack of syntactical and lexical 

knowledge, but rather the higher proficiency in another language evoking lexical com-

petition and thus leading to higher uncertainty in word selection resulting in higher 

maze use. Also, the current sample size was smaller than in the reported studies (ex-

cept for Lofranco et al., 2006), so that significant correlations may not have surfaced 

due to lack of statistical power. 

Taken together, the current study extends the literature of maze use in the area of nar-

rative production to preschool-aged Turkish-German DLLs and supports previous re-

search findings indicating that children’s higher language proficiency in another lan-

guage may impact verbal fluency when producing a narrative.  

Frequency of Shared Book Reading  

It was surprising that, despite the well-established link between narrative skills and 

shared book reading (Harkins, Koch, & Michel, 1994; Lever & Sénéchal, 2011; van 

Kleeck, 2004; Zevenbergen, Whitehurst, & Zevenbergen, 2003), no significant corre-

lations emerged between the frequency of shared book reading and any narrative 

measures. The lack of influence in the present study could possibly be due to the fol-

lowing factors: the three-way scale of reading frequency was too imprecise, parental 

self-report inflated results, and/or that the sample size was too small for significant 

correlations to emerge.  

However, although an Indian study found a relationship between children’s English 

literacy skills and their mothers’ book reading practices in English (Kalia & Reese, 

2009), a US-American study by Hammer, Miccio, and Wagstaff (2003) found no rela-

tionship between Spanish-English DLL children’s emergent literacy abilities in Head 

Start and literacy events in the home. While participating mothers in the Indian study 

had a college education on average, similar to the Hammer et al. (2003) study, parents 

in the current study averaged less than 12 years of education (mothers: M = 9.82, 
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SD = 3.21; fathers: M = 9.96, SD = 3.74), which might have contributed to less sup-

portive home reading practices (also see Hammer et al., 2014). Along those lines, it 

may have been more informative to focus on the quality instead of the quantity of the 

book reading interactions. A study by Sénéchal and colleagues (2008) focusing on 

shared book reading of parents and their mono- and dual-language-learning 4-year-old 

children also did not find any correlations between shared reading frequency and tar-

geted child narrative measures (here: number of words, number of different words, 

type-token ratio, mean length of utterance, number of connectives, and story gram-

mar). The authors hypothesized that the pure exposure may not enough for increasing 

narrative skills, but that instead “parental support is necessary to provide young chil-

dren with external prompts that would allow them to gain experience at structuring 

narratives” (Sénéchal, Pagan, Lever, & Ouellette, 2008, p. 42). They also argued that a 

heightened frequency of shared reading may negatively impact parental reading style. 

Sure enough, the current study did not control for the quality of shared book reading 

interactions.  

 Predicting Factors of Narrative Complexity 6.1.3

As a final step, to get better insight into the factors playing into preschool-age DLLs’ 

expression of narrative complexity, a multiple regression featuring narrative complexi-

ty (as measured by EINC) as the dependent variable was conducted. As presented in 

section 4.4.2, the EINC score targeted the use of main elements contributing to narra-

tive complexity, i.e., story grammar elements, story structure level, use of cohesive 

devices, and evaluative language aspects, and thus represented a comprehensive and 

multi-faceted instrument to assess narrative skills.  

The three independent variables—age in months, expressive language, and nonverbal 

intelligence—yielded a statistically significant model, which accounted for 54.2% of 

variance in the EINC. More specifically, the standardized discriminant coefficients 

indicated that expressive language contributed more to the EINC score variance than 

the other two predictors in terms of the relatively higher beta coefficient, explaining a 

significant proportion of variance in narrative complexity, followed by nonverbal in-

telligence. Despite a moderate correlation between age and narrative complexity, with 
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a beta coefficient of .21, there was a trend for age in months to have the weakest and 

only marginally significant influence in the model38. 

Also, note that, besides targeting story grammar, which has been previously posited as 

an area of narrative expression relatively language-independent (e.g., Gagarina et al., 

2015), the EINC composite score also included elements of cohesion and evaluative 

language, whose expression arguably more depends on target language skills. There-

fore, the analysis was also run with only story grammar as the dependent variable, 

keeping the independent variables constant. The yielded results, however, remained 

approximately the same; expressive language was the biggest contributor, nonverbal 

intelligence was the second biggest, and age in months did not emerge as a significant 

contributor (Appendix E).     

The lack of influence of age as a predictor of the EINC seems counterintuitive, given 

that age-related growth is well documented in overall language and DLL’s narrative 

development (e.g., Bedore et al., 2010; Laurent et al., 2015; Miller et al., 2006; Muñoz 

et al., 2003; Uccelli & Páez, 2007). One possible explanation could be that age range 

of the sample was limited (Mage = 57.82 months, SD = 7.24). However, especially at 

this young age, children can display rapid developmental growth in their narrative 

competencies (e.g., Laurent et al., 2015; Muñoz et al., 2003). Meanwhile, these results 

also may suggest that increasing child expressive language and cognitive skills medi-

ate the effect of age in fictional narrative production of DLLs.  

The contribution of nonverbal intelligence to narrative complexity is likely contingent 

to the fact that the production of a complex story requires not only the linguistic expli-

cation, but also the cognitive coordination of a series of events. More specifically, to 

tell a story draws on the child’s ability to remember and to temporally, spatially, and 

sequentially organize events (Norbury & Bishop, 2003) while taking into account the 

character’s perspective and the listener’s knowledge and perspective.  

                                              
38

  When interpreting the results, it is important to consider the small sample size of N = 51. For ex-

ample, the marginal contribution of age might not verifiably result from a lack of impact, but might 

have been emerged significantly in a bigger sample. Therefore, the findings will be discussed from 

an exploratory standpoint and will have to be replicated in studies with a larger set of participants.   
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Overall, the results emphasize the role of linguistic expression required for storytelling 

performance. Previous findings of studies targeting the influence of vocabulary skills 

on the use of narrative macrostructure were mixed39. While Montanari (2004) empha-

sized the importance of expressive language abilities for DLLs’ narrative constructions 

on the macrostructural level, Hipfner-Boucher and colleagues (2015) yielded differing 

findings. They compared narrative retells of three groups of four- to five-year-olds: 

Monolingual English speakers, DLLs who mainly used English at home, and DLLs 

who mainly used a minority language. Even though vocabulary scores and microstruc-

ture measures (number of different words, sentence length, and grammaticality) were 

significantly lower in minority language users, no group differences were found in the 

area of narrative macrostructure, speaking for a lower influence of vocabulary skills in 

the target language on the expression of narrative macrostructure.  

Contrary to those findings, the correlations found in the current study between lexical 

diversity (number of different words in lemmas and VOCD) and macrostructural 

measures (story grammar scores and EINC) were high to very high (rs = .53 to .85). 

These findings fall in line with previous research by Heilman, Miller, Nockerts and 

Dunaway (2010) who examined the relations between macrolevel skills40, lexical per-

formance (number of different words), as well as grammatical performance (mean 

length of utterance in morphemes) in narrative retells of monolingual five- to seven-

year-olds (N = 129) and found significant correlations between the measures (r = .58, 

and r = .44, respectively). Furthermore, in a hierarchy regression model, Heilmann and 

colleagues found vocabulary to be the only unique predictor of macrostructure-level 

skills. Similarly, the current study found expressive language skills to be the strongest 

predictor of story grammar use and narrative complexity (EINC). Thus, a “special and 

important relation between narrative organization and vocabulary skills that emerges 

                                              
39  

As always, keep in mind that differences in findings may at least partly be due to differences in 

methodology, languages investigated, and degree of language exposure. 

40  
Macrolevel skills were assessed via the Narrative Scoring Scheme, yielding a composite score 

which includes measures of story grammar elements, mental state terms, and cohesion (Heilmann, 

Miller, Nockerts, & Dunaway, 2010), similar to the EINC applied in the current study.  
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prior to children becoming literate” (Heilmann, Miller, Nockerts, & Dunaway, 2010, 

p. 161) was also found for the preschool-age DLLs in the current study.  

Furthermore, prior research including DLLs suggested that transfer of narrative struc-

ture may be contingent to the child having attained a threshold level of proficiency in 

the target language (Guttiérrez-Clellen, 2002; Montanari, 2004; Viberg, 2001). This 

finding is further underlined by research in the area of narrative retell. In the Terry et 

al. (2013) study, seventy-six 3-to 5-year-old African American children retold the Frog 

Story at the beginning and at the end of pre-kindergarten. Vocabulary, oral productivi-

ty, and syntactic complexity at the start of pre-K predicted narrative ability at the 

macrostructure and microstructure level at the end of the term. Note, however, that 

these participants, albeit coming from diverse backgrounds, were not considered 

DLLs. Also, Lucero (2015) reported vocabulary to be a significant predictor of mac-

rolevel expression in retells of on average 7-year-old DLLs.  

In summation, the current study underlines the importance of linguistic skills for the 

expression of narrative complexity and macrostructure, extending the current research 

literature to preschool-age DLLs of Turkish and German. In other words, if a narra-

tor’s linguistic array is (currently) too limited in the target language, sophisticated nar-

rative elaborations, which are needed for a complex narrative macrostructure and cor-

responding qualitative elements (such as evaluative language use), cannot be ex-

pressed easily, and this may result in limitations of narrative expression. Along these 

lines, Allen and colleagues reported that preschool- and elementary school-aged chil-

dren with more advanced syntactic abilities also displayed a more sophisticated use of 

narrative structure in fictional story productions (Allen, Kertoy, Sherblom, & Pettit, 

1994). On a more general level, expressive language development is central for DLLs 

for successful classroom performance and thus academic achievement (e.g., August, 

Carlo, Dressler, & Snow, 2005). Furthermore, traditional models of age-based devel-

opmental stages of narratives41 developed based on monolingual samples should be 

applied with great caution when it comes to assessing DLLs’ narrative skills. Instead, 

                                              
41

  For a general critique on conceptualizing narrative development in stages, also see Andresen 

(2013). 



107 

 

the findings of the current study underline the importance of both nonverbal intelli-

gence and, even more so, expressive language skills, for producing elaborated and rich 

narratives.  

6.2 Study Limitations and Considerations for Future Research 

There are several limitations of the current study. Such limitations apply to the inter-

pretation of study findings and thus warrant discussion while also identifying areas for 

future study. One global aspect to consider is that the current study used a convenience 

sample of children, parents, and ECEC institutions volunteering for participation. 

However, the fact that the child participants and their families represented a wide 

range of DLL and home language environments, suggests that the results may be rep-

resentative of the larger population. The upcoming sections will further focus on con-

siderations specific to statistical procedures and study instruments. 

Discussion of Study Limitations  

Statistical considerations presented here refer to the sample size as well as the choice 

of the statistical methods (two-tailed Spearman rank correlations and regression anal-

yses).  

First, it should be noted that the sample size precludes a wide generalization of results 

and rather warrants a cautious interpretation. Second, the cross-sectional design does 

not allow for a direct evaluation of the interactions between targeted domains. As al-

ways with correlational results, caution must be exercised in the interpretation, be-

cause the direction of the influence cannot be established and further research is need-

ed before causal relationships between the measures can be inferred. Research using 

longitudinal methods is needed to examine DLLs’ developmental trajectories and 

growth patterns of narrative competence as well as into the direction of causality and 

the size of the actual effect of additional measures, such as expressive language skills 

(e.g., Miller et al., 2006). Finally, a regression analysis was computed despite the con-

siderably small sample. For this reason, only three variables were entered as independ-

ent variables. Nonetheless, as the analysis delivered an outcome large in effect and 

three chosen variables age, expressive language, and nonverbal intelligence accounted 
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for a high percentage of variance in the dependent variable, narrative complexity 

(54.2%), the procedure was deemed robust. At the same time, the amount of explained 

variance in this sample might have been due to only a minimal influence of confound-

ing variables, so that, again, future research will have to replicate current findings, ide-

ally based on a bigger sample size.  

In the realm of further study limitations, aspects referring to study instruments, and 

therefore the construct of variables, should also be considered.  

The current study applied an adapted and extended version of the Index of Narrative 

Complexity (Petersen et al., 2008). Although making modifications is never an optimal 

procedure, these adjustments made it possible to score younger children’s narratives 

reliably. Thus, this was an appropriate methodological decision given the study goal 

(i.e., to investigate preschool-age DLL’s fictional narrative productions).  

Also, the current study relied on parental rating of child Turkish language skills, rather 

than on a standardized language assessment. Although parental report carries risk of 

bias, it should be noted that previous research suggest that parental estimates can be an 

informative and accurate source in determining language proficiency. For example, in 

their study with DLL second-graders, Gutiérrez-Clellen and Kreiter (2003) found that 

parental ratings of the children’s language proficiency were significantly and highly 

correlated (rs = .75, p < .01) with grammatical performance in the target language. 

Comparably, in the current study, parental judgement of child German skills was sig-

nificantly and highly correlated with both child receptive (rs = .55, p < .01) and ex-

pressive (rs = .64, p < .01) German language skills. Also, parental rating of child Ger-

man skills was positively correlated with measures of lexical diversity (NDW, rs = .38, 

p < .01; VOCD, rs = .40, p < .01). Nonetheless, it would have been preferable to draw 

on a less subjective measure of the children’s language skills in their additional lan-

guage and future studies should seek to replicate these findings utilizing a standardized 

language assessment of the children’s first language. Similarly, the current study relied 

on parents’ self-report in the assessment of home language environment and language 

use, so a potential report-bias could not be ruled out. However, while observation 

methods provide greater validity and therefore should preferably be used, previous 
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studies have found parent reports to be reliable sources in explaining variance in child 

language outcomes (e.g., Mancilla-Martinez & Lesaux, 2011; Simón-Cereijido & 

Gutiérrez-Clellen, 2009; Willard et al., 2015).  

Keeping these limitations in mind, to fully understand the relationship between Turk-

ish-German DLL’s fictional narrative skills and corresponding areas of development, 

future studies should not only aim to replicate the current findings, but also address 

further research areas in the field, as presented in the following section.  

Aspects for Future Research 

Thanks to the wealth of information obtained in narrative samples, further develop-

mental language areas might be investigated. For example, Anstatt (2008) found dif-

ferences in the tense use in German Frog Story narratives of DLLs of Russian and 

German in comparison to their monolingual German peers. Also, an analysis of the 

amount and types of grammatical errors produced (e.g., Bedore et al., 2010; Peets & 

Bialystok, 2015; Resendiz et al., 2014; Westerveld & Gillon, 2010) will provide fur-

ther insight into the learner language.  

Furthermore, while cross-language comparisons were not among the goals of the cur-

rent study, it could still be considered a caveat that no narrative samples were collected 

and analyzed in the DLLs’ other language, Turkish. To ensure a faithful account of 

children’s emergent narrative skills, future studies on narrative development in DLLs 

should ideally include all of a child’s languages. However, insight into DLLs’ Ger-

man-language skills is important. Providing assessments and, if necessary, empirically 

validated intervention approaches (which target all of a child’s languages), would be 

ideal (e.g., Ebert, Kohnert, Pham, Disher, & Payesteh, 2014; Kohnert, 2010; Restrepo, 

Morgan, & Thompson, 2013), because—in SLP reality—clinician-client-mismatches 

frequently occur (Licandro & Lüdtke, 2012; McGregor, 2000; Pham, Kohnert, & 

Mann, 2011; also see discussion Study II, section 10.3). Also, studies allowing com-

parisons within and across languages would allow further insights into the interaction 

of linguistic systems in oral narrative production.   
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6.3 Conclusions Study I 

Narrating a story posits a considerable challenge to the developing child, as Shiro 

(2003) elaborates: 

The child, while acquiring the ability to produce fictional stories as narrative genres, needs to develop 

those skills that will enable her to produce the appropriate language whereby narrated worlds are creat-

ed according to the requirements of each genre.  

(p. 176) 

The successful application of narrative skills to a picture storybook stimuli requires a 

child to coordinate comprehension and expression of narrative macrostructural and 

microstructural elements, including the expression of evaluative language features to 

delineate depicted events as a globally integrated whole.  

Focusing on the structural organization of oral fictional narratives in DLL preschool-

ers, the current study was the first to examine directly fictional narrative generation of 

Turkish-German DLLs with varying amounts of previous German language experi-

ence—reflecting the reality of DLLs in ECEC—and thus extending the current re-

search base to preschool-age children growing up speaking Turkish and German.  

In all areas of narrative microstructure, macrostructure, and narrative complexity, pro-

nounced inter-individual variability emerged. Still, age-related narrative development 

was evident, leading to a more sophisticated linguistic expression and more content-

related elaborateness with growing experience. Next, univariate regression models 

were explored to address the question of which combination of child variables con-

verge with narrative complexity scores as measured by the EINC. The goal of the mul-

tiple regression analysis was to determine a parsimonious model that explained a high 

variance in the dependent variable containing a low number of independent variables. 

It was predicted that age, expressive vocabulary, and nonverbal intelligence would all 

predict the EINC score. Findings of the regression analysis also suggested that a com-

prehensive measure of narrative complexity was not as much influenced by age as it 

was by expressive language skills in the target language, as assessed by a standardized 

language assessment. Nonverbal intelligence, tapping into a skillset available across 

languages (e.g., Ebert et al., 2014), also emerged as a significant contributor to narra-
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tive complexity. Hardly included in narrative research to date, this aspect should be 

further considered in future research.  

The current study’s results also highlight how various aspects of children’s linguistic 

environment may be interrelated with narrative expression. For example, the speech 

production process, as assessed via the percentage of maze use, was correlated with 

children’s Turkish language proficiency as well as with the availability of Turkish-

speaking interlocutors in the child’s environment, supporting previous research sug-

gesting that higher skills in an additional language may promote maze use in a narra-

tive production task. 

 

In summary, like previous research, the current study found an inherent variability in 

oral narrative performance. Furthermore, this study found that expressive language 

skills played a central role in DLLs’ narrative performance not only on the microstruc-

tural, but also on the macrostructural level. The results provide support for the concept 

that a threshold in linguistic ability has to be established to fully express narrative 

complexities. Also, the role of nonverbal intelligence was underscored.  

These findings are specific to DLLs of Turkish and German aged 3 to 6. This study 

contributes not only to the existing literature on the influence of dual language learn-

ing on fictional narrative production but also to a growing body of research investigat-

ing the developmental trajectories of dual language learners. For a population known 

to be at risk for later academic language problems and academic delays, understanding 

factors influential to children’s narrative productions is inherently relevant. In an effort 

to change the developmental trajectory and reduce negative impacts of limited narra-

tive skills, we need to invest in identifying key mechanisms that impact language 

learning and growth for dual language learning children.  

Overall, the strength of the results lies in the detailed information provided about mul-

ti-faceted indicators of narrative skills, including their relations to other language-

relevant areas. For now, these results suggest that fictional narrative productions pro-

vide useful information concerning the linguistic and narrative development of DLLs. 

However, keep in mind that the conclusions drawn in this study are limited because of 
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the limited sample size and only one specific linguistic area under study. Further re-

search would shed light on the generalizability of this study’s findings to other popula-

tions. Because of the various factors influencing DLLs’ narrative development (e.g., 

Muñoz, 2003), there is also a need for further research that considers both the contexts 

in which children acquire narrative skills and their actual narrative expression.  

Finally, further research examining children’s narrative language skills in conjunction 

with measures of language and literacy socialization is needed to more fully under-

stand connections between the emergence and development of narrative language 

skills and children’s linguistic and sociocultural experiences. Further theoretical, clini-

cal, and educational implications will be discussed together with findings from Study 

II (see chapter 11).   
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7 Theoretical and Empirical Underpinnings for the Role of Peer 

Interactions in Language Learning and a Conceptualization of Peer-

Assisted Learning in Early Childhood Education and Care  

For children in the preschool-age, the repeated engagement with narratives provides 

opportunity to actively engage in and to develop higher-level language skills even be-

fore they become fluent readers through school literacy instruction. It has been the aim 

of the first study to examine the capacity to produce fictional narrative in DLLs with 

various language socialization patterns and language exposure. Beyond the in-depth 

analysis of the state and relating factors of DLLs’ emergent fictional narrative skills, 

attention should also be directed at the kinds of interactions that support struggling 

DLL narrators to acquire communicative competence in the complex area of narrative.  

“Opportunities to engage in frequent naturalistic and meaningful interactions with lit-

eracy-related artifacts enhance children’s literacy knowledge in an implicit manner” 

(Powell & Diamond, 2012, p. 198) and thus are an important part of early language 

and literacy support in ECEC. Those sheer opportunities, however, may not be suffi-

cient to successfully acquire decontextualized language skills, such as narrative skills, 

for children at risk for successful language and literacy development, be it because 

they come from underprivileged family backgrounds, have developmental delays or 

impairments, or are DLLs (Hair et al., 2006). Therefore, to meet the needs of all learn-

ers, more explicit learning approaches should also be provided in ECEC environments, 

which not only feature the modeling of a target skill, but also offer ample opportunity 

for children to practice and consolidate the newly acquired knowledge (Phillips, Clan-

cy-Menchetti, & Lonigan, 2008) in an engaging setting (Justice, Chow, Capellini, 

Flanigan, & Colton, 2003). Theoretical and empirical appropriations suggest that peers 

may act as linguistic informants, who provide valuable and engaging models in narra-

tive language learning. Therefore, the second study of the current work will explore a 

peer-assisted approach in ECEC to support and enhance emerging narrative skills in 

DLLs.  

© Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden 2016
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Correspondingly, the central goal of the present chapter is to derive the scope and role 

of peer interaction for language acquisition, by first exploring how peers can create 

fruitful environments for language and early literacy learning. This approach will be 

theoretically and empirically explored in the following sections:  

To understand the potential of peer-assisted learning approaches for the support of 

DLLs’ emerging narrative skills in ECEC, it is imperative to first delineate and discuss 

theoretical and empirical underpinnings of peer interactions in ECEC as an environ-

ment for the language acquisition of children. In pursuing this goal, first, the defini-

tions of central terms, such as peers, peer interactions, and peer relationships in 

ECEC, and an overview of the emergence and main theoretical strands guiding re-

search regarding the meaning of peers for early child development will be given (see 

section 7.1). 

Based on a social-interactionist perspective, the role and scope of ECEC peer experi-

ences for language development in establishing and maintaining linguistic interactions 

with their peers, is then considered (see section 7.2). Through the analysis of both, ob-

servational and longitudinal research evidence, interactional language spaces between 

children as well as long-term peer effects on language acquisition are targeted, while 

special attention will be paid to children growing up with more than one language (see 

sections 7.2.1 through 7.2.5).  

Didactically, peers have been included in learning contexts in the realm of peer-

assisted learning activities, such as peer tutoring. After defining such learning settings 

(see section 7.3.1) and reflecting on their value through the theoretical appropriation of 

the relational didactics framework (see section 7.3.2), a review of the research litera-

ture is presented, focusing on peer-assisted learning in the context of language support. 

Special focus will be given to contextual factors when applying peer-assisted learning 

in ECEC settings (see section 7.3.3). The present chapter will be concluded by draw-

ing consequences for the current study (see section 7.4).  
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7.1 Exploring the Nature of Peer Interactions in ECEC 

Before exploring the role and scope of peers in language development in ECEC, a def-

inition of the term peer/peers will be put forth, including a differentiation between the 

terms peer interactions and peer relationships. 

 Delineation of a Working Definition Peers in ECEC 7.1.1

The term peers encompasses a wide range of ages, capacities, and interactional spaces, 

which makes it especially ripe for examination. Etymologically, the term peer was 

originally used to collectively refer to a member of a class of the British nobility, who 

was also entitled to a seat in the House of Lords of the British Parliament (Simpson & 

Weiner, 1989). Nowadays, it is typically employed as a colloquial expression in refer-

ence to children, adolescents, or adults, who are similar to each other in age. Beyond 

age, close proximity in social status, ability, and/or knowledge further determines the 

boundaries of a group of peers, so that, accordingly, peers can be defined as “individu-

als of similar age, social status, and interest” (Hamit, 2011, p. 1073; also see von Sa-

lisch, 2000), which makes the term appropriate for children in ECEC environments.  

In contrast to adult-child relationships, which are characterized by unilateral asymme-

tries in knowledge, skills, authority, and power, peer relationships are set apart by the 

relative equality of the agents in terms of maturity and ability (Kupersmidt & Dodge, 

2004), contributing to more balanced, symmetrical roles. The resulting parallel devel-

opmental trajectories generate commonalities in cognitive and socio-emotional compe-

tence, communication style, and interest, which make preschool-age peers attractive 

play partners to each other, and, as they grow older, often more preferable interaction 

partners than their family members (Rubin, Bukowski, & Laursen, 2009).  

Youniss, McLellan, and Strouse (1994) argue that peer relationships have a special 

potential for child development, as they “are marked by use of symmetrical reciprocity 

and guided by the overarching principle of cooperation between equals” (p. 102). The 

approximate symmetric nature of their status does not imply instant cooperation, but 

also leads to considerable challenges for children, such as the negotiation of resource 

allocation and activities, as well as a more active role in initiating in sustaining rela-
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tionships. Peer conflicts are therefore common among preschoolers, as children have 

to negotiate complicated, yet central concepts related to power distribution (e.g., Chen, 

Fein, Killen, & Tam, 2001; Ladd, 2005; Laursen, Finkelstein, & Betts, 2001).  

Drawing on these explications, peers in ECEC will be defined here as individuals of 

similar age, maturity, ability, and social status, who face similar developmental tasks 

and challenges, share main interests, and who uniquely contribute to each other’s de-

velopment.   

 Peer Interactions and Peer Relationships in Early Childhood
42

 7.1.2

Toddlers are already capable of coordinating their behavior with other children 

through initiation, imitation, sharing, and adapting their own response to their partners’ 

expression. They especially enjoy participating in “reciprocating imitative acts” (Eck-

erman & Peterman, 2001, p. 332) with their peers, both verbally and non-verbally, 

which ultimately forms the foundation for more elaborated modes of peer communica-

tion. With growing age and experience, the amount of attention directed at peers con-

tinues to grow in frequency and quality (Dunn, 1993). After the third year of life, chil-

dren start directly increasing amounts of attention to peers, and spend increasing 

amounts of time with them, especially if enrolled in child care settings (Kernan, Sing-

er, & Swinnen, 2011). Naturally, entry into ECEC provides a dramatic shift in peer 

relations, as children begin spending considerably extended time periods with their 

peers in a variety of scaffolded (e.g., circle time, group activities) and unscaffolded 

settings (e.g., free play) (Singer & de Haan, 2007). Children’s peer relationships fur-

ther evolve, shifting toward increasing levels of complexity and integration, and quick-

ly, peers turn into one of children’s main social reference groups.  

In the realm of peer encounters in ECEC, it is reasonable to differentiate between peer 

interactions and peer relationships. According to Ladd (2005), the “behavioral pro-

cesses, such as the sequences of physical or verbal exchanges that occur between 

                                              
42  

As is the case with many other research areas on human development, the explications on peer 

interactions and relationships are mainly based on literature from Western cultures. The role of cul-

ture and cultural differences in peer relations is less well researched, but see Ladd, Herald, & An-

drews (2013) for an overview. 
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members of a friendship or a peer group” (pp. 6-7) can be characterized as a peer in-

teraction; for example, two children looking through a picture book together and talk-

ing about the depicted scenes. In this sense, peer interactions represent communicative 

actions between two or more peers (Blum-Kulka & Snow, 2004), which are often tar-

geted at establishing, expressing, and maintaining friendships, negotiating equality, 

approaching reciprocity, and establishing solidarity, but also can encompass peer 

learning scenarios (Philp et al., 2014). Especially in childhood, these interactions are 

characterized by a high dynamic and complexity (Blum-Kulka & Snow, 2004). 

In contrast, a peer relationship builds on peer interactions and can be characterized by 

the “type, nature, and duration of the interactions that occur between children” (Ladd, 

2005, p. 7), such that social and communicative encounters between the same peers 

occur on a regular basis over a period of time. Usually, the nature of those interactions 

is reciprocal and independent from other relationships (Naylor, 2011, p. 1075), for it is 

also distinguished by a relatively stable emotional quality, such as unilateral or mutual 

affection, but also dislike (Ladd, 2005).  

While peer interactions and relationships are often dyadic in nature, in institutional 

settings such as ECEC, they are also embedded in and influenced by a larger peer 

group. Therefore, Howes (2009) distinguishes between “informal” (e.g., friendships, 

as characterized by the centrality of the relationships) as well as “formal” (e.g., all 

children belonging to an ECEC classroom) dimensions of peer group experiences (p. 

182). While informal groups and, for example, their creation of shared symbolic spac-

es in play, have a unique quality, they cannot be viewed as being independent from the 

realm of the larger formal (i.e., institutional and cultural) context in which they oc-

cur
43

. In this sense it is important to acknowledge the complexity of influencing factors 

on peer interactions and relationships, among which are “individual characteristics, 

social interactions, dyadic relationships, and group membership and composition” 

(Rubin, Bukowski, & Parker, 1998, p. 573).    

                                              
43

  As with any area of complex socially-motivated behavior, the development of peer interactions and 

relationships is a dynamic process, changing and developing over the preschool years. While 

younger children establish peer relationships based on concrete (play) activities and thus choose 

playmates who are in physical proximity, with increasing age, children are more drawn to peers 

with similar interests and cultural identities (e.g., Newcomb & Bagwell, 1995). 
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 Historical Outline of Research on Peer Interactions in Preschool-Age Children 7.1.3

The extension of ECEC in Western countries in the 1970s led to a dramatic change in 

the life of young children. Organized ECEC settings have since become significant 

environments of children’s day-to-day interactions and experiences (Kernan, Singer, & 

Swinnen, 2011) and may, when providing high-quality services, promote children’s 

language and academic development (e.g., Dickinson & Porche, 2011; Vandell et al., 

2010). Passing a significant amount of their day in ECEC institutions also means that 

“children of all ages spend extended periods of time in dyadic, multi-party, mixed-age 

or same-age interactions with their peers” (Cekaite et al., 2014, p. 3). Therefore, while 

historically
44

 research in the area of child development mainly focused on the im-

portance of adult-child-interactions, the body of research on the peer relations of 

young children has been increasing rapidly, striving to study childhood “from within” 

(Cromdal, 2009, p. 1473) and progressively leading to a radical change in the view of 

the meaning of peer interaction in early childhood.  

While some researchers studied peer interactions and relationships based on attach-

ment theoretical approaches and focused on the role of parent-child and ECEC practi-

tioner-child relationships for the child’s establishment and maintenance of peer experi-

ences (e.g., Howes & Ritchie, 2002), other researchers, building primarily on the pio-

neering theoretical approximations of Piaget and Vygotsky, brought into focus the 

child’s active role in their development and world appropriation process (e.g., Berndt 

& Ladd, 1989; Corsaro, 1985; Hartup, 1983; Krappmann & Oswald, 1995; Youniss, 

1980): 

Coming from a background in developmental psychology, Piaget (e.g., 1926; 1932; 

1978) shaped cognitivist theories of child development, conceptualizing the child’s 

learning process as an active acquisition of (sensomotor) structures and schemes in 

dependency of its developing cognition. With respect to peer interactions, he identified 

the developmental symmetry of the interacting agents as provoking socio-cognitive 

                                              
44

  For a more detailed historical overview of the emergence of research on peer interactions and rela-

tionships, see for example Rubin, Bowker, McDonald, and Menzer (2013) as well as Rubin, Bu-

kowski, and Parker (1998). 
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conflict, and therefore acting as a key factor for stimulating cognitive-moral develop-

ment in the child. In accordance with this notion, researchers such as Sullivan (1953) 

and later Youniss (e.g., 1980) took up on this notion, arguing that in interaction with 

peers, children could experience “a sense of equality, interpersonal sensitivity, the 

need for intimacy, and mutual understanding” (p. 29).  

Meanwhile, Vygotsky (e.g., 1967; 1978; 1986/1934) saw slight developmental dispari-

ties between peers as ideal triggers for stimulating developmental growth, where the 

child experiences his or her peer as a model at a level of its own proximal develop-

ment. Establishing a cultural-historical activity theory, positing the active appropria-

tion of cultural developmental targets, such as language use, in social situations at the 

core of the child’s acquisition process, Vygotsky inspired research exploring the social 

co-construction of shared meanings, and the role of social interaction partners, such as 

a teachers or peers, in child learning (Singer & de Haan, 2007) by exploring the devel-

opmental space where the transition from interpsychological to intrapsychological 

functioning occurs. Accordingly, the learning process was posited as an in situ interac-

tive accomplishment, such that the idea of learning as a social process can be concep-

tualized as not being simply governed by maturation, but rather by exposure to more 

sophisticated models in scaffolded interactional spaces that tackle the learning space 

Vygotsky coined—and what came to be his most widely known and most appropriated 

idea—the zone of proximal development (ZPD). According to Vygostky, interactions 

that target  

[…] the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by independent problem solving 

and the level of potential development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or 

in collaboration with more capable peers  

(1978, p. 86)  

support the learner to actively integrate the skills necessary to expand his or her own 

productions. Finally, the ZPD can also be interpreted as the space where social agents 

support each other in “going beyond” (Lindfors, 1999, p. 14) what they already know 

and/or can do. This process, as Wertsch (1985) reasoned, is “a property neither of the 

child nor of interpsychological functioning alone” (p. 71), but rather “jointly deter-
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mined by the child’s level of development and the form of instruction involved” (pp. 

70-71). 

Vygotsky further argues that “the only good kind of instruction is that which marches 

ahead of development and leads it; it must be aimed not so much at the ripe as at the 

ripening functions” (Vygotsky, 1986/1934, p. 188). By internalizing the involved pro-

cesses in the jointly-accomplished task (Schneider & Watkins, 1996) through (repeat-

ed) participation in such interactions, children become eventually proficient in carry-

ing out similar activities independently. While some authors argue that it may be diffi-

cult to train students to provide appropriate assistance for each other (O’Donnell & 

Hmelo-Silver, 2013), it has also been suggested that peers may be ideal learning part-

ners because, “as joint participant[s] in everyday activities” (Schneider & Watkins, 

1996, p. 158), they may act naturally in each other’s ZPD, and thus offer appropriate 

learning models for the acquisition of narrative skills (e.g. McGregor, 2000; also see 

section 7.3.3).  

Nicolopoulou (2002) cautions that Vygotsky’s views have often been interpreted too 

narrowly in the realm of the potential of peer interaction for child learning: “[…] peer 

relations have usually, in effect, been conceptually assimilated to the dyadic adult-

child model, being treated as another case of expert-novice interaction” (p. 120; also 

see Nicolopoulou, 1993). Rogoff (1990), however, explicated that the roles in the 

realm of the ZPD as a jointly constructed space are not firmly set, but rather that learn-

ers can transition in and out of the expert and novice status. This phenomenon has 

been confirmed by research. For example, observing children’s early literacy interac-

tions, unilateral flow of knowledge from assumed experts (older peers) to novices 

(younger peers) was not evident; rather, children naturally shifted roles (Christie & 

Stone, 1999).  

From a broader view, the notion of the child as an active agent in its learning process 

and the emphasis of social co-construction for child learning can be seen as main 

common denominators for Vygotsky’s and Piaget’s work45 (e.g., Youniss & Damon, 

                                              
45  

For an overview and critical discussion on Piagetian and Vygotskian contributions for the theoriza-

tion and empirical study of peer interaction and relationships, see Tudge & Rogoff (2014). 
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1994; also see Lüdtke, 2012a); a view which is also shared by social-interactionist and 

relational theories of language acquisition (see sections 7.2 and 2.1.2)46. Inspired by 

these theoretical conceptualizations, works positing the child as a creative and active 

social agent engaging in actions unified with social, emotional, and cognitive process-

es, gained momentum in the 1980s and 1990s, resulting in an increase in scholarly at-

tention to child-child-interaction (e.g., Berndt & Ladd, 1989; Corsaro, 1985; Hartup, 

1983; Krappmann & Oswald, 1995; Youniss, 1980). Overall, these theoretical and 

empirical advances led to a shift in the view on children and peer relations, away from 

seeing children as mainly passive recipients of adult-shaped worlds. On the contrary, 

for example, Corsaro posited the child as not only being “involved in appropriating 

information from his or her environment to use in organizing and constructing his or 

her own interpretations of the world” (2011, p. 12). In fact, from a sociological view, 

the notion arose that peers actively negotiate and co-construct their own culture, i.e., 

“a stable set of activities or routines, artifacts, values, and concerns that children pro-

duced and share in interaction with peers” (Corsaro & Eder, 1990, p. 197), “while 

simultaneously contributing to the production of adult societies” (Corsaro, 2011, p. 4; 

also see Naylor, 2011). This recognition further established the importance and devel-

opment promoting qualities of peer interactions entirely unique from adult-child-

interactions.  

Socio-emotionally, from the child’s perspective, the most enjoyable aspect of ECEC is 

engaging in play and other activities with his or her peers (Hännikäinen, 1999), where 

they discover and express similarities. The establishment and cooperative expression 

of shared interests—that is, the “joint experience of interests, ideas and actions” 

(Degotardi & Pearson, 2014, p. 95), creates a sense of belonging and togetherness. For 

example, Haun and Tomasello (2011) found that 4-year-olds were not only sensitive to 

their ECEC group mates’ verbal statements, but were also likely to publically adjust 

their proclamations to conform with their peers, even if it meant going against their 

own judgment. Research in the area of developmental psychology has long established 
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For an overview and classification of main strands of language acquisition theory, see Lüdtke 

(2012b).   
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the integration of a child in a peer group as a marker of social competence (Ladd, 

2005), and it continues to view the quality of children’s peer relationships as one of the 

main criterion variables for social adaptation (Rubin et al., 2009) and emotional well-

being (Brendgen et al., 2013). Furthermore, a substantial body of research reflects that 

both successful and difficult childhood peer relations modulate children’s socio-

emotional development (Gagnon, Nagle, & Nickerson, 2007) and are strong predictors 

of adjustment later in life (Howes & Phillipsen, 1998; Mercer & DeRosier, 2008).  

Overall, the study of early child peer interaction has focused considerable attention on 

the emergence, maintenance, and changes in peer acceptance and social status, but rel-

atively little research has targeted the role of peers in language development. Before 

analyzing theoretical and empirical foundations for including peers in didactic settings, 

such as peer tutoring—one main aspect in the empirical part of this work—the specific 

contributions of peers to each other’s first and second language acquisition in the 

ECEC context will be further examined in the following sections.   

7.2 On the Role and Scope of Peers in Language Acquisition in Early Childhood 

Education and Care – A Social-Interactionist Perspective  

The notion of the child as an active creator and the emphasis of the role of intersubjec-

tive co-construction for learning process, as identified in Piagetian and Vygotskian 

appropriations to the role of peers interactions in child development and discussed 

previously, is shared by a social-interactionist viewpoints on language acquisition 

(e.g.47, Bruner, 1983, 1990; Papoušek, 1994; Tomasello, 2003; Tomasello & Farrar, 

1986; also see sections 2.1.2 on the emergence and development of narrative in a so-

cio-emotional context and 7.3.2 on the ‘relational didactics’ framework). One of the 

basic premises is the understanding that language learning is a fundamentally socio-

emotional process, so that the child’s social environment, comprising peers, and its 

role in stimulating language development receive special attention.  

                                              
47   

Note that an abundance of literature has been produced on this topic and only a selection of sources 

can be credited here.  
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By focusing on the establishment of intersubjective interactions that a child will en-

gage in and that present him or her with opportunities to both hear and actively use 

language, language learning is conceptualized as a process shaped by temporal, spatial, 

socio-cultural, and emotional factors. Thus, linguistic environments (e.g., in the home 

and in ECEC) need to provide language exposure, feedback, and practice opportunities 

through which a child can engage in “frequent, relatively well-tuned, affectively posi-

tive verbal interaction” (Chapman, 2000, p. 43) to foster fundamental skills for lan-

guage development, including decontextualized and narrative skills. In turn, children’s 

participation in social interactions is mediated by their learning and application of lan-

guage, with peers mediating each other’s learning.  

Furthermore, from the viewpoint of relational-intersubjective approaches to language 

acquisition, the role of emotions is emphasized as a significant component in language 

learning, such that co-constructed relationships between agents, such as peers sharing 

narratives, is located at the core of any instance of language learning (Lüdtke, e.g., 

2005, 2006, 2012a, 2015). Moreover, linguistic meaning is posited as intersubjectively 

co-constructed and emotionally marked, such that the emotional quality directly medi-

ates intersubjective exchange and is thus central for any successful language acquisi-

tion (for an illustration, see Figure 1). Relational emotions and their intersubjective 

mirroring are seen to drive and regulate language acquisition. This position is support-

ed by research evidence on the unique contribution of intersubjectivity, as mediated by 

the relational emotional quality, such as expressed in parental sensitivity, to young 

children’s language acquisition (e.g., Bansner & Lüdtke, 2014; Pungello, Iruka, Dot-

terer, Mills-Koonce, & Reznick, 2009; Raviv, Kessenich, & Morrison, 2004; also see 

Lüdtke, 2005, 2012a).  

While the contribution of adults, such as parents and ECEC practitioners, to child lan-

guage development is undeniable and well-documented (e.g., Spilt, Koomen, & Harri-

son, 2015), Rydland and colleagues (2014a) lament a “pronounced emphasis on the 

adult’s role in shaping children’s learning trajectories” (p. 354), because of the lack of 

research efforts dedicated to the peers’ role in each other’s language development. In-

deed, the vast majority of research focusing on meaningful interactions for language 
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and literacy learning of preschool-aged children has targeted parent-child (in practice, 

mainly mother-child) as well as ECEC practitioner-child interactions. 

Similarly though, in the realm of peer interactions, the successful establishment of in-

tersubjectivity has been constituted as the foundation for any developmental progress, 

as Tudge and Rogoff (2014) reflect in respect to Piagetian and Vygotskian theoriza-

tions of peer interactions:  

It is unlikely that merely sitting next to another person will enhance a child’s skills. Neither cognitive 

conflict nor joint problem solving could function to enhance a child’s skills or change a perspective un-

less the partners establish some degree of intersubjectivity, allowing opportunities for exchange of ideas 

or for active observation or joint involvement in a task.  

(Tudge & Rogoff, 2014, p. 35)  

Accordingly, the meaning-making process in language learning and teaching is em-

bedded in and negotiated through intersubjective discourse, which can be seen as the 

“co-construction of information bearing and meaningful verbal and non-verbal signs, 

generated, regulated and processed by affects, and their exchange in all codes and mo-

dalities” (Lüdtke, 2012a, p. 334). Communicative exchanges between peers reflect 

their relationships including specific emotional timbres, and aspects of emotionally 

relevant cultural belonging. Emerging intersubjective co-construction and negotiation 

processes, which are affected by emotions, lie at the heart of language acquisition in 

the realm of peer interaction and are intrinsically motivated by a mutual desire for peer 

exchange (Licandro & Lüdtke, 2012). 

The notion of peer relationships forming a part of a learning environment for intersub-

jective exchange and thus a context for child language development, next to other so-

cio-emotional relations such as in the family
48

, also becomes evident when considering 

the unique contributions peers make to each other’s language learning environments. 

                                              
48

  It is fully recognized that children’s peer interactions and relationships cannot be seen as entities 

entirely separate from those within the family and with other adults, such as ECEC practitioners 

(e.g., Corsaro, 2011), but rather operating within complex socio-emotional networks. For the pur-

pose of the current work, children’s interactions and relations with peers are therefore considered in 

the context of other important relationships (also see Hay, Payne, & Chadwick, 2004).  
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Their special kinds of humor and disagreements, the topics about which they talk, and their explicit so-

cialization about language provide communicative experiences that no doubt complement those experi-

enced with adults.  

(Bryant, 2009, p. 352)  

The role of peer interactions in creating a “significant context for language acquisi-

tion” (Hoff, 2006, p. 70) has a much larger importance than previously anticipated, 

and research efforts to date have not paid justice to this fact.  

Similar to the emergence of developmental psychological and sociological studies of 

peer interactions and relationships, socio-linguistically motivated research on peer-to-

peer talk in ECEC settings arose in the 1970s (e.g., Keenan, 1974), most of which be-

ing exploratory and descriptive in nature. To date, one of the most ubiquitous and rela-

tively well-studied areas of preschool peer interaction and peer talk is play activity (for 

early work, see Corsaro, 1985; for a review, see Blum-Kulka & Snow, 2004; also see 

Kyratzis, 2004). For example, Andresen (2005) emphasized peer-to-peer role play as a 

privileged activity in the context of which preschool language abilities develop (also 

see Pramling Samuelsson & Asplund Carlsson, 2008). Certainly, in these interactional 

spaces, as Andresen (2005) puts it, “language serves as the central means to create fic-

titious meanings and plots” (p. 388), provoking rich verbal interaction. However, de-

spite the importance of role play for enhancing emerging language skills, among other 

aspects of child development, “it cannot be held accountable as the only sort of inter-

action with significant impact or influence over it” (Branco, 2005, p. 422).  

More recent work has shown that preschoolers interacting outside of play settings also 

independently engage in extended conversations with their peers. For example, 

O’Neill and colleagues found that the majority of 3- to 5-year-olds’ interactions during 

snack time were linguistic in nature and included various conversation initiations as 

well as topics different from typical adult-directed turns (O’Neill, Main, & Ziemski, 

2009). Also, while adults may not always be available to listen to children’s everyday 

stories, especially in large ECEC institutions—where teacher-directed activities may 

not occur often throughout a typical day—peers (more) frequently engage in verbal 

interactions throughout the day. These interactions are also special because preschool-

age peers can be, as Bryant (2009) puts it, “[…] relatively uncooperative conversation-
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al partners” in comparison to adults. Children are thus required “to deal with partici-

pants’ limited background knowledge and to be assertive and clever in finding ways to 

participate,” which, in turn, “contribute[s] to the pressure preschoolers feel to com-

municate more clearly and effectively” (2009, p. 351). Preschoolers will respond to 

about two thirds of their peers’ communicative initiations, as observational studies 

document (Schuele, Rice, & Wilcox, 1995). 

By now, it has been well established that, already in the preschool-age, peers’ interac-

tions can have a “frequent, sustained and emotionally engaging” (Bryant, 2009, p. 351) 

quality, building the foundation for the negotiation of meaning in everyday conversa-

tions and shared literacy activities. Consequently, peers do not simply constitute a 

group of additional interlocutors in the ECEC environment. Despite (or maybe even 

because) not bringing the same sophisticated linguistic repertoire to the table adults do 

and possessing overall differences in interactional quality, both cross-sectionally and 

longitudinally, research evidence has shown that peers’ verbal interactions shape their 

use of linguistic features and directly influence children’s language development, as 

reviewed in the following sections.  

A caveat concerning qualitative studies and studies that are small in scope, focusing 

“on the learning potentials and processes associated with language use in social prac-

tices with peers rather than on the outcome of such processes” (Cekaite et al., 2014, p. 

4), lies in the mainly descriptive research approaches, such that the types of interac-

tions in young children’s peer encounters including the required skills are well docu-

mented, but cannot be analyzed in relation to the development of measures of language 

skills. Meanwhile, a limitation of large-scale quantitative studies is that they cannot 

take into account individual children’s performances or offer satisfactory explanations 

for the nature of detected peer effects. Therefore, to gain further insight into the role 

and scope of peer effects on language learning in ECEC, evidence from both ap-

proaches to research will be reviewed and discussed, starting with qualitative and ob-

servational studies to provide an overview over forms of language behaviors in peer 

interactions.  
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 Observational Studies Targeting Language Behavior in Peer Interactions 7.2.1

When speaking to peers, children themselves offer forms of communication different 

from those of adults (e.g., Blum-Kulka & Snow, 2004; Ely & Gleason, 1995) and thus 

they contribute uniquely to their each other’s language development. For once, peer 

interactions offer a platform for language learners to play and experiment with lan-

guage (Cekaite, Blum-Kulka, Grøver, & Teubal, 2014), that is, “to try out what they 

know and confirm and disconfirm use through peer assistance” (Philp et al., 2014, p. 

23), as illustrated by the examples of two peers co-constructing a story in section 2.1.2 

of this work.  

Children may also engage in communicative interactions through repetitions of over-

heard content. Importantly, as Johansen (2010) emphasizes, children may act as a 

“creative imitator[s]” (p. 764) when shifting between their roles of overhearer and 

speaker. Cross-sectional data accumulated by McGregor (2000, study 2) illustrates 

how preschool-aged children draw on each other’s language models in a prompted 

storytelling activity. Twenty-six African American preschoolers aged 3 to 4 were ran-

domly grouped into 13 pairs. For each pair, one child (e.g., Child A) narrated a famil-

iar story from a book to their peer partner (e.g., Child B). Subsequently, the narrator 

and the listener exchanged roles (e.g., Child B told the same story to Child A). Within-

pair and across-pair comparisons of narrative microstructure (percentage of shared 

lexical types) and macrostructure (percentage of shared story grammar elements) indi-

rectly assessed to which extent Child B had “borrowed” Child A’s story schema. As 

both measures were significantly higher within pairs, McGregor concluded that pre-

schoolers’ narrative models may immediately influence their peers’ story generations. 

Furthermore, although children are not equally skilled interlocutors as adults, peers do 

correct each other’s language behavior. For example, preschool-age peers can fre-

quently be observed in assessing, criticizing, correcting, and directing one another’s 

actions and language use. In fact, emphasizing the symmetrical nature of peer relation-

ships, Corsaro (e.g., 2011; Corsaro & Eder, 1990) posited the negotiation of conflicts 

and social status at the core of the establishment of peer cultures, characterized by the 

regulation of relationships and development of routines among the children. Duchesne, 
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McMaugh, Bochner, and Krause (2013) delineate important reasons for the higher 

likelihood of negotiations to occur in peer-peer versus peer-adult interactions: 

First, peers are more willing to challenge one another’s ideas than they are the views of an adult. Sec-

ond, children are particularly motivated to resolve the difficulties as they form part of their relationships 

– whether it is a matter of being right, of maintaining a friendship, or of keeping the interaction going.  

(p. 75) 

Also, peers frequently engaging in interaction also show a tendency to adjust their 

spoken language usage to each other. This is a phenomenon well-established for 

school-age children (Eckert, 2003), but has also been shown for an even younger 

age
49

. Wyatt (1991) observed ten 3-to 4-year-old dialect-speakers in preschool and 

found that children differentiated in their use of dialect-influenced forms when ad-

dressing adults or peers. When conversing with adults, children used more aspects of 

the mainstream speech register, but switched to use more dialect features in interaction 

with their peers. A more recent French study followed 4- to 5-year-olds’ spontaneous 

peer group interactions longitudinally over the time course of one year and reported 

that frequent and regular peer contact in an ECEC setting led to converged use of se-

lected sociolinguistic speech variants. These effects were unaffected by aspects like 

ECEC practitioner’s speech and child peer acceptance (Nardy, Chevrot, & Barbu, 

2014).  

Furthermore, early literacy and narrative activities may be developmental areas espe-

cially well-supported by peer interactions. Drawing on Vygotsky’s (1967) remarks on 

the role of play in child development, Nicolopoulou (2002) delineates parallels be-

tween play and narrative, such that they “represent the union of expressive imagination 

with rule-governed cultural form” (p. 121), and both can be explored and consolidated 

in extended peer interactions. This theoretical position is supported by a body of re-

search suggesting that early literacy activities such as joint book reading and storytell-

ing provide a fruitful platform for supportive interactive peer behavior. In a mixed- age 

(5 to 8 years old) classroom, both younger and older children naturally engaged in 

multi-directional modeling, assisting, directing, tutoring, negotiating, affirming, and 

                                              
49  

Note, that Labov argued early on (1972b), that children as young as 3 years of age may follow their 

peers’ sociolinguistic expressions.   
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contradicting each other in literacy activities (Christie & Stone, 1999; Stone & Chris-

tie, 1996; also see Cekaite & Björk-Willén, 2013). Along those lines, children aged 4 

to 5 were observed to use rich linguistic array and thus to have the ability to act as 

“linguistic informants” (Neuman & Roskos, 1991, p. 233) in print-enriched play envi-

ronments in US-American preschool classrooms.  

 Longitudinal Evidence for Peer Effects in Language Learning 7.2.2

Besides targeting child behavior (Barbu, 2009), large-scale longitudinal studies have 

investigated the importance of classroom peer effects
50

 on child language growth 

(Henry & Rickman, 2007; Justice, Petscher, Schatschneider, and Mashburn, 2011; 

Mashburn, Justice, Downer & Pianta, 2009; Schechter & Bye, 2007).  

For example, Henry and Rickman (2007) tested the ability level—i.e. “what a child 

knows and can do that may influence her peers” (Henry & Rickman, 2007, p. 103) —

of children’s peers in 119 US preschool classrooms to estimate the effect of peers on 

630 4-year-olds’ developmental progress. Of the sample, 5.9% were Hispanic (range 

across classrooms: 0.0%-60.0%), while no information was provided on DLL status. 

Targeted areas were: cognitive skills, receptive language, and early literacy skills—as 

assessed via the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (PPVT), the Story and Print Con-

cepts assessment, and the Woodcock-Johnson Letter Word Recognition assessment 

(WJ-LW)—and expressive language, as assessed by a subtest of the Oral and Written 

Language Scales (OWLS). The scores for children’s peers within the classroom were 

averaged and included as the measure of classroom level peer characteristics. Strong-

est peer effects emerged for measures of cognitive skills, early literacy abilities in sto-

ry comprehension and print awareness, and receptive vocabulary, after controlling for 

program characteristics, child and family characteristics, and pretest scores (Henry & 

Rickman, 2007).  

Furthermore, applying a quasi-experimental design, Schechter and Bye (2007) found 

the growth in vocabulary (as measured via PPVT) from fall to next spring—

                                              
50

  Drawing on Hanushek, Kain, Markman, and Rivkin (2003), Henry & Rickman (2007) define peer 

effects “as the effects of the ability of peers on an individual child.” (p. 103).  
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controlling for fall scores—in 4-year-old US-American children from low-income 

families who attended ECEC programs with peers from economically diverse families 

(n = 35, DLLs among those: n = 19) to be greater than the vocabulary gains in children 

from low-income families attending ECEC programs that only served children from 

low-income families (n = 50, DLLs among those: n = 18). 

Mashburn and colleagues (2009) found further evidence for peer effects in the area of 

language development for a sample of 1,812 ethnically and racially diverse
51

 4-year-

olds from 453 US-preschool classrooms. Peers’ expressive language skills (as assessed 

by the Oral Expression scale from the OWLS; Carrow-Woolfolk, 1995) made “a 

unique, albeit small, contribution” (Mashburn et al., 2009, p. 697) to children’s recep-

tive and expressive language growth over a school year. Results from further analyses 

pointed to the fact that children with already advanced linguistic skills may especially 

benefit from the classroom presence of peers with similarly advanced language abili-

ties. Also, interestingly, peer effects were moderated by the quality of emotional sup-

port in the classroom
52

, suggesting an at least partial dependence of beneficial peer 

interactions on a positive and emotionally supportive classroom climate.    

Finally, Justice and colleagues (2011) found further evidence for a link between the 

linguistic progress over a school year of 338 4-year-old children from 49 US-preschool 

classrooms and the level of language of the peers attending the same class. When ana-

lyzing the average peer language level in relation to individual children’s language 

growth over the time course of the ECEC year, they found strong dependencies. Chil-

dren with low language skills showed a decrease in language ability over the year (on 

average -1.5 SD), when nested in classrooms in which the average language score was 

one standard deviation below the mean. In contrast, same-aged children, who also dis-

played low language skills, but were attending classrooms with average language abili-

ties overall, showed stable language abilities. As such, the results indicated that chil-

                                              
51  

Participants were 52% White, 23% African American, 11% Latino/Hispanic, and 15% other race 

(Mashburn et al., 2009, p. 691). No information was provided on children’s present or past home 

language use. 

52  
The quality of emotional support was assessed by the Emotional Support domain of the Classroom 

Assessment Scoring System-PreK (CLASS-PreK; Pianta, La Paro, & Hamre, 2008) 
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dren with stronger initial skills may have peer effects on their initially less-skilled 

peers, while, in turn, being grouped together with those peers may not lead to detri-

mental effects in children with initially stronger skills53. Importantly, this relation was 

independent from measures of preschool classroom instructional quality
54

. It should be 

noted though, that, while participants were ethnically diverse, they came primarily 

from English-speaking homes: 94% of children spoke the majority language English, 

while only 6% spoke a language other than English (Spanish) at home.  

 The Special Role of Peers in Dual Language Learning in ECEC 7.2.3

Especially for DLLs, peer interactions might offer ample opportunities for second lan-

guage learning. Because of their limited mobility and socio-emotional abilities, young 

children are encouraged to engage with peers within physical proximity, for example 

in their ECEC settings, and adapt their language use accordingly, which might lead to 

a strong motivation to learn the L2 (Jia & Aaronson, 2003). In fact, Fassler (1998), 

who followed preschool-aged DLLs acquiring English as their second language in an 

ECEC institution, observed that “many early uses of English were embedded in chil-

dren’s sociability – their eagerness to communicate and their efforts to cultivate 

friendships” (Fassler, 1998, p. 390).  

Long, Bell, and Brown (2004) observed the peer interactions of three Mexican-

American 5-year-olds (two boys, one girl) entering an US-American preschool with 

hardly any previous English contact, over the time course of an academic year. The 

researchers noted child behaviors such as helping their peers in understanding appro-

priate classroom behavior and translating and clarifying the teacher’s requests, engag-

ing them in side-by-side picture book reading, and praising their peers for display of 

both Spanish and English language skills. It was concluded that the children were “ex-

perts in strategically helping one another” as “they drew from varied cultural experi-

                                              
53

  This finding is especially important, considering concerned parents, who fear that their child’s lan-

guage development may be negatively influenced by the presence of many other children with less 

advanced skills, e.g., DLLs.  

54
  Instructional quality of children's classrooms was assessed in fall and spring by using the CLASS-

PreK (Pianta et al., 2008). It should be recognized that the patterns were based on averages, such 

that they cannot held to be similar for every individual child.  
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ences to co-create new possibilities for successful participation” (Long, Bell, & 

Brown, 2004, p. 103)
55

.  

Focusing on self-organized play activities, Björk-Willén and Cromdal (2009) observed 

how 4-year old DLLs in preschools in Australia and Sweden took up elements from 

instructional activities and included them in their in free play, such as object labeling 

activities, introducing themselves in a different language, and engaging in shared book 

reading. Moreover, in a video observation study, Cekaite and Björk-Willén (2013) tar-

geted the language interactions of twenty-four 3-to 5-year-olds from English- and 

Spanish-speaking backgrounds in a Swedish ECEC institution during free play. Chil-

dren frequently corrected each other’s language use in phonetic-phonological and se-

mantic-lexical areas and helped each other in searching for appropriate words. In an 

observational study with five dyads of English-language learners, Pica and colleagues 

(1996) noted corrective peer behaviors similar to Cekaite and Björk-Willén (2013), 

such as the indication of the use of incorrect words.  

Meanwhile, Palermo and colleagues (2014) more closely examined the contributions 

of teacher and peer English exposure on the English vocabulary skills of 4-year-old 

Spanish-speaking preschoolers (N = 107) in ECEC settings in the United States. While 

no associations emerged between teachers’ English use (i.e., frequency of English use 

during social interactions with the children) and DLLs’ English language abilities, pre-

school observations revealed a significant relation between peer English exposure dur-

ing the fall and DLLs’ expressive vocabulary in the next spring, such that the frequen-

cy of children interacting with English speaking peers was related to significant Eng-

lish vocabulary gains over the year (Palermo et al., 2014). In a subsequent study in-

cluding the same preschool-age Spanish-English participants, Palermo and Mikulski 

(2014) focused on aspects likely involved in mediating the relation between peer Eng-

lish exposure and vocabulary growth. First, they reported that the support of English 

vocabulary growth through peer English exposure to may be mediated by English oral 

proficiency. Second, they also “found support for the idea that children’s English oral 

proficiency facilitates English exposure from peers” (p. 633), such that DLLs with 

                                              
55

  See Gort (2008) for similar observations of DLLs in elementary school settings. 
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higher initial English skills were more likely to have access to language-supporting 

peer interactions. In addition, there was emerging evidence that especially positive 

peer interactions, i.e., peer interactions characterized by pro-social behavior towards 

each other, contributed to language learning.     

Furthermore, Rydland and colleagues (2014b) examined the vocabulary trajectories of 

26 children who were speaking Turkish at home and learning Norwegian as their L2 in 

preschool and school over the time course of five years. At age 5, when the observa-

tions started, children had already around two years of preschool experience. They 

targeted the amount and richness in vocabulary their peers used when playing together 

had an influence on target children’s vocabulary development. Controlling for chil-

dren’s own vocabulary richness in play activities, maternal education, and teacher-led 

group talk, growth modeling still revealed an association between “the vocabulary 

richness of the peers in play […] with higher vocabulary scores for the target children 

at age five” (Rydland et al., 2014b, p. 222). These peer effects seemed to be especially 

present in the early years before formal school entry and were not attenuated in the 

years to come (also see Rydland et al., 2014a). 

In turn, as Hoff (2006) points out, the absence of peers as part of the native-speaker 

input system can contribute to a child not reaching native-like language competence 

(also see Oller & Eilers, 2002). Still, even when DLLs who share the same language 

backgrounds engage in play activities, they will often adapt their linguistic expressions 

to the institutional lingua franca. Björk-Willén and Cromdal (2009) reflect that  

[…] such orientation to language choice as a normative feature of the children’s conduct during free 

play […] reveals their sensitivity to the organizational aspects of instructional activities in multilingual 

educational practice. 

(p. 1515)  

Another important aspect to consider is that not all children have easy access to peer 

interactions and struggle to establish relations with their peers. Who those children 

may be and what consequences may be involved will be discussed in the final section 

of this subchapter.  
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 Matthew Effects in Preschool Peer Interactions 7.2.4

As discussed in detail in the previous sections, interactions and positive relationships 

with peers facilitate children’s mono- and dual-language development. Yet, it is im-

portant to acknowledge the considerable challenges preschool-age children face when 

interacting with their peer group. Adequate language and behavioral skills can not only 

be seen being lastingly affected, but also as a prerequisite for initiating and maintain-

ing successful peer interactions and relationships (e.g., Ladd, 2005; Menting, van Lier, 

& Koot, 2011; Licandro & Lüdtke, 2013; O’Neill et al., 2009).  

Multiple studies provide support to the argument that children with low language 

skills, including DLLs (Gertner et al., 1994), are less likely to establish sustained high 

quality peer interactions and relationships, and are more likely to be rejected by their 

peers (Bat-Chava, Martin, & Imperatore, 2014; Conti-Ramsden & Botting, 2004; 

Gertner, Rice, & Hadley, 1994; Guralnick, Connor, Hammond, Gottman, & Kinnish, 

1996; Hadley & Rice, 1991; Menting et al., 2011; Tabors & Snow, 1994; also see 

Blum-Kulka & Gorbatt, 2014). For example, Tabors and Snow (1994) reported chil-

dren in US preschools to largely ignore their non-English-speaking DLLs, until they 

progressed in learning the lingua franca.    

Therefore, simply being interested in peer interactions does not ensure successful par-

ticipation for all children. Those with deviating language development or interaction 

skills, or simply developmental differences, may already struggle to establish and 

maintain peer interactions in the preschool-age (Hay et al., 2004). DeLuzio and 

Girolametto (2011) observed ECEC peer interactions of twelve 3- to 5-year-old chil-

dren with severe to profound hearing loss, who were equipped with cochlear implants 

and hearing aids, respectively, and who did not differ from 12 matched control chil-

dren with typical hearing in terms of frequency of peer initiations, ability to respond to 

others’ initiations, or their skill in maintaining peer interactions. Despite the small 

sample size, significant differences emerged, such that peers initiated interactions less 

often with the hearing impaired children than with other typically developing children 

in the classroom. Also, peer initiations of children with hearing impairment were more 

often ignored, resulting in overall less access to peer play interactions in the everyday 
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classroom. This, in turn, may lead to the impediment of language development (Leflot, 

van Lier, Verschueren, Onghena, & Colpin, 2011), because being exposed to and hav-

ing the opportunity to practice multi-faceted language skills then is not ensured. In-

stead, as displayed in Figure 13, children who could well benefit socio-emotionally 

and linguistically from positive peer interactions may have less access to them. For 

example, “less proficient L2 learners may have problems becoming ratified partici-

pants in the challenging and engaging peer conversations from which they learn” (Ry-

dland et al., 2014b, p. 215), while children with already well-established linguistic 

skills may benefit even more. 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 13.  A Simplified Model of the Mathew Effect as Applied to Peer Interactions in ECEC and 

Emerging Language Skills. Translated from Licandro & Lüdtke (2012, p. 290) 

This can be considered an expression of the “Mathew effect” theory (Stanovich, 1986; 

also see Mashburn et al., 2009; Powell & Diamond, 2012), i.e., “educational sequences 

where early achievement spawns faster rates of subsequent achievement” (Stanovich, 

1986, p. 381), suggesting that well-established language skills facilitate the access to 

language-promoting peer interactions, and vice versa. These connections are not to be 

taken lightly, because besides likely negative consequences for language acquisition, 

Emerging Language 
 

Skills in L1 and L2 

Peer Interactions 
 

           in ECEC 

 

+ + 

+ + 



   

136 

 

repeated experiences of socio-emotional isolation due to rejection and being disliked 

by peers may contribute to socio-emotional maladjustment (Mercer & DeRosier, 2008) 

and have been connected to the genesis of anxiety and/or depression in children (e.g., 

Hay et al., 2004). 

 Subsummary: Peers and Language Learning in ECEC 7.2.5

 “Whether children influence one another is no longer in doubt. Critical issues, howev-

er, concern the manner in which subject and situational conditions interact with social 

contingencies in determining outcome’’ (Hartup, 1999, p. 172). In summation, there is 

growing evidence that children strongly influence each other’s language learning in a 

variety of ways in ECEC contexts. Taken together, the previously reviewed studies 

substantiate the notion of peer effects in ECEC settings on mono- and dual-language 

learning and provide emerging evidence that those may be most powerful in preschool 

(cf., Henry & Rickman, 2007), when learning is mainly embedded in individual and 

multi-party social interactions. In case peers do not share the same lingua franca, “The 

relative symmetry of peers allows for the possibility of collective scaffolding, in which 

all participants pool knowledge to express themselves in the target language” (Philp et 

al., 2014, p. 106). However, children who lag behind their peers in linguistic ability 

(for example, many DLLs relying on the ECEC environment to develop their second 

language skills) may also have a more difficult access to peer interactions.  

An important remaining question to be targeted in the following sections is, if these 

naturally occurring effects can be applied didactically—that is, if peer-assisted learn-

ing strategies can be successfully applied in the ECEC context to support children who 

already have low language skills. Among these children are DLLs, who are in the pro-

cess of developing their language skills in the majority language.  

7.3 Theoretical Underpinnings and the Application of Peer-Assisted Language 

Learning to the ECEC Context 

After having explored the potential of naturally occurring peer interactions in ECEC 

for language and early literacy learning, the current chapter will focus on the didactic 

approaches to the inclusion of peers in early language and literacy learning. To further 
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explore this type of didactic approach, the following sections seek: first, to derive 

working definitions of peer-assisted learning and peer tutoring in ECEC; second, to 

develop a didactic model of peer-assisted language and literacy learning in ECEC on 

the theoretical backdrop of the relational didactics (Lüdtke, e.g., 2010b, 2012b), and 

finally, to review research evidence further informing the study presented thereafter.   

 Delineation of a Working Definition of Peer-Assisted Learning in ECEC  7.3.1

Peer-assisted learning (PAL), can be broadly characterized as  

[…] the acquisition of knowledge and skill through active helping and supporting among status equals 

or matched companions. It involves people from similar social groupings who are not professional 

teachers helping each other to learn and learning themselves by so doing. 

(Topping, 2005, p. 631) 

As such, it represents an umbrella term for small-group cooperative learning interven-

tions with peers mediating the subject matter, including the form of PAL applied in the 

second study of the current work, namely peer tutoring. Peer tutoring (PT)
56

 is a clas-

sic form of dyadic PAL, in which peers take on the roles of a tutor (who may receive 

previous training) and a tutee to support each other in working on curriculum contents. 

Didactic situations are often pre-structured by scaffolding procedures and can either 

apply to specific materials or regulations for interactive behaviors, independent from 

the type of material used (Topping, 2005; Topping & Ehly, 2001). Broadly character-

ized, PT has been posited as a special form of peer interaction (Philp et al., 2014). 

More specifically, PT can be viewed as an “instructional method of students working 

in dyads or small groups and systematically presenting their peers with opportunities 

to practice academic skills” (Axe, 2011, p. 1076). This type of didactic method can be 

considered as a historically well-established and evidence-based practice for working 

with DLLs (Institute of Education Sciences, 2010; also see McMaster, Fuchs, & 

Fuchs, 2006). Different combinations of contextual factors determining the organiza-

                                              
56  

While it has often been confused with mentoring, these procedures are inherently different, as men-

toring also focuses a one-to-one-relationship, but can be characterized by an open counseling ap-

proach through a more experienced worker by means of role modeling, positive reinforcement, and 

raising professional aspirations (cf. Topping, 2005; Topping & Ehly, 1998).  
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tional delivery dimension, such as the setting (e.g., (preschool-)classroom-based or 

outside of the classroom setting), the didactic frame (e.g., reciprocal or set roles), and 

child characteristics (e.g., familiarity with the peer, task, and the didactic setting, 

same-age or cross-age peers), generate a multitude of possible peer tutoring programs 

(Topping, 2005; also see Parr & Townsend, 2002). Accordingly, PT activities can 

range from facilitating both tutee’s and tutor’s engagement in a constructive academic 

activity (e.g., Fantuzzo & Ginsburg-Block, 1998), providing access to the general cur-

riculum and enhancing socio-emotional interaction (e.g., Carter, Cushing, Clark, & 

Kennedy, 2005; Goldstein, English, Shafer, & Kaczmarek, 1997), to supporting the 

acquisition of selected academic skills (e.g., Harper, Mallette, & Moore, 1991; Kohler 

& Greenwood, 1990; Rohrbeck, Ginsburg-Block, Fantuzzo, & Miller, 2003).   

Furthermore, as has been established in the previous sections, in contrast to an adult, a 

peer can be characterized as someone of a similar developmental age, who understands 

the world in similar ways (e.g., Damon & Phelps, 1989; Kernan & Singer, 2011). For 

this reason, a peer partner does not bring the sophisticated strategies and knowledge 

that an adult partner would. Learning with peers can be characterized more heuristic 

than rule-oriented. Children working together may for example settle for an ungram-

matical use of language or may not come to a solution or conclusion simply because 

they forget to do so (Neuman & Roskos, 1991).  

In a meta-analysis of PAL activities, Ginsburg-Block, Rohrbeck, & Fantuzzo (2006) 

found evidence for PAL interventions to be especially effective for children from low 

SES-families, in urban educational settings, as well as children from minority back-

grounds. Also, for school-age children, they found evidence for PAL to be more effec-

tive for children in lower grades (1 to 3) than those in higher grades (4 to 6). Still, the 

central factors in the learning process between peers are not yet entirely clear. In an 

attempt to address this challenge, the relational didactics framework is posited as a 

theoretical frame of reference for peer learning activities, emphasizing the intersubjec-

tive socio-emotional exchange as the driving force behind peer learning.   
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 A Theoretical Approach to Peer-Assisted Learning on the Backdrop of the 7.3.2

’Relational Didactics’ Framework 

The conceptualization of relational didactics draws on the main reference disciplines 

of language teaching theory, namely linguistics, language acquisition theory, and gen-

eral pedagogy and didactics (Lüdtke, 2010a, 2012b), and is mainly informed by rela-

tional-intersubjective approaches to language acquisition (e.g., Lüdtke 2005, 2006, 

2012a; also see sections 2.1.2 and 7.1). The acquisition of language, then, is based on 

the intersubjective construction of meaning and depends on the socio-emotional con-

text, as it emerges in the ‘right‘, emotionally supportive learning atmosphere (Lüdtke, 

2015). Accordingly, in peer interactions, the acquisition of linguistic knowledge 

emerges through a self-organized negotiation process, which can be seen to be less 

about an optimized linguistic input, but more about intrinsically motivated, emotional-

ly regulated construction processes between children. Ideal linguistic models with a 

slight developmental difference may thereby promote the emergence of ‘correct’ lin-

guistic constructions (Licandro & Lüdtke, 2012).  

Consequently, adapting the concept for peer learning, the socio-emotional relationship 

of peers is posited as the central linguistic teaching-learning organizer. The actual lan-

guage teaching environment, where language teaching and learning is professionally 

organized, can be illustrated with the language teaching triangle57 (Lüdtke, 2010a, p. 

38; also see 2012b), which was modified and expanded to adapt the model for lan-

guage-focused peer tutoring activities (see Figure 14). The function of the teacher, 

traditionally filled by the educational or speech-language professional, is filled here 

with a peer. As a tutor, he or she mediates the linguistic material, for example a fic-

tional narrative from a picture book, to the learner, in this case also a peer, in the role 

of a tutee.  

Contextual factors play a major role in “enabling children to collaborate with one an-

other” (Philp et al., 2014, p. 109). For example, depending on the developmental level 

of the children, the role of the educational or speech-language professional can vary in 

                                              
57

  The language teaching triangle was based on the historic didactic triangle, illustrating the relation 

between teacher, learner, subject matter, and instructional methods (for a review, see Klette, 2007).  
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intensity and specific function. This is especially true for preschool-aged children, who 

are still developing their ability to engage in extended reciprocal interaction and who 

may struggle to stay focused when facing a hard or boring task, or to resolve conflicts 

with one another. Therefore, young children engaging in peer tasks likely require sup-

port by an educational or speech-language professional, for example, in the organiza-

tion of the task, scaffolding, and—if necessary—mediating and modeling.  

 

This broad characterization with the assignment of the classic roles of teacher and 

learner does not imply, however, that only one agent (i.e., the learner) can benefit from 

the interaction and the active engagement with the topic of interest. A historic view of 

tutors as being surrogate teachers along with a linear transmission of knowledge from 

the teacher to the tutee through the tutor, alongside with possible negative learning 

effects on the tutor, has long been superseded (Topping, 2005). Children serving as 

tutors have demonstrated increased attention to and improved performance in academ-

ic tasks as well as improved social interactions (Cushing & Kennedy, 1997; Hunt, 
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Staub, Alwell, & Goetz, 1994; also see Ginsburg-Block et al., 2006). In cases of 

prompting, scaffolding, and/or modeling of an educational or speech-language profes-

sional, preschool-age peers may further benefit (e.g., McGregor, 2000). Still, Roscoe 

& Chi (2007) caution, “although there is ample evidence that tutors can learn in a vari-

ety of settings, such outcomes are not guaranteed” (p. 539).  

 State of the Art/ Research on Peer-Assisted Language and Literacy Learning in 7.3.3

ECEC 

These theoretical explications are consistent with recent research demonstrating that 

the degree of emotional reciprocity between preschoolers emerged as an important 

influencing factor in the production of decontextualized language features. Pellegrini 

and colleagues (1997) observed 64 dyads of friends and children unfamiliar to each 

other (Mage = 5 years, 3 months) in a total of 12 pre-structured narrative, play, and 

writing settings across a kindergarten year. Analysis of audio-recordings revealed that 

children expressed more emotional state terms as well as literate language (a compo-

site score of use of cognitive and linguistic terms) when solving conflicts with familiar 

peers (Pellegrini, Galda, Flor, Bartini, & Charak, 1997; also see Pellegrini, Galda, & 

Flor, 1997). Similarly, Pellegrini and colleagues (2002) found that children who were 

on average 5 years and 6 months old expressed more emotional state terms and literate 

language features when retelling a picture book story to a familiar peer than in interac-

tions with unfamiliar children (Pellegrini, Melhuish, Jones, Trojanowska, & Gilden, 

2002). It can therefore be concluded that close relationships between peers are not only 

meaningful emotionally and socially, but also promote decontextualized language 

use
58

 (also see Jones, 2002).  

Furthermore, Daiute and colleagues (1993) observed children from different cultural 

and linguistic backgrounds (African American, Asian American, Indian American, and 

European American) in a US classroom when composing narratives with their teacher 

or with a peer. Overall, teacher-led activities produced more elaborated classic narra-

                                              
58  

Note, though, that the interpersonal attraction did not emerge as an influencing factor for pre-

schooler’s convergence of sociolinguistic features in Nardy et al.’s (2014) study. 



   

142 

 

tive structures, but during peer interactions children were more socially engaged and 

still produced elaborated narrative texts. While the developmental significance of in-

teractions between “experts” and “novices” is beyond question, judging the learning 

experience, the authors argued that the absolute “[…] expertise is not the most im-

portant quality in a collaborator.” Instead, the “nature of the interaction” (Daiute, 

Campbell, Griffin, Reddy, & Tivnan, 1993, p. 61) may be just as—or even more—

vital to effective learning interactions. Further evidence can be drawn from studies 

which included a more closely focus on PAL activities.  

When carefully adapting the didactic framework, PAL activities such as PT can be 

successfully installed in the ECEC environment, as suggested by McGregor’s prelimi-

nary study (2000, study 3) of a clinician-prompted, peer-assisted narrative intervention 

in the US-American preschool system. More specifically, two 3-year-old target chil-

dren, who were among the lowest performers on a narrative task and were confirmed 

by their classroom teachers as being among the lowest language performers in the 

classroom, were each paired a with high-achieving age-matched peer (all participating 

children were African American). During the 10 intervention sessions over the time 

course of eight weeks, tutors modeled stories from four different picture-books, which 

the tutee then repeated; both children received support through minimal clinical scaf-

folding in the form of prompts and recasts. Larger pre- and post-intervention gains in 

terms of narrative microstructure (total number of words, number of different words, 

and mean length of utterance) and macrostructure (inclusion of story elements) were 

evident for children in the experimental group as opposed to children in the control 

group. Also, children were able to generalize their narrative skills to novel story telling 

experiences. Furthermore, one of the tutors maintained their performance, while the 

other also exhibited gains in narrative macrostructure.   

Meanwhile, Nicolopoulou (2002) explored the effects of a story telling and story act-

ing practice on the narrative skills of ten 3-to 5-year-olds (all English speaking) from 

low-SES backgrounds in US-American ECEC settings. The intervention included a 

daily practice of a child telling a story of choice (mainly fictional) to the practitioner, 

who recorded it. Later on in the day, the practitioner would read the story aloud to all 



143 

 

children and the story inventor as well as selected peers would act the story out. Target 

children made higher gains in selected areas of narrative micro- and macrostructure 

over the time course of an academic year than children from a non-intervention control 

group (also see Nicolopoulou, Brockmeyer Cates, de Sá, & Ilgaz, 2014).  

Taken together, while small in scope, these studies suggest that children's exposure to 

peers with more advanced narrative skills and the joint construction of stories may be 

affecting their narrative growth. Furthermore, albeit not studied in depth, there is evi-

dence that these positive peer effects appear to extend to preschoolers with language 

impairments, such as they can benefit from script knowledge shared by their typically 

developing peers during play activities. Robertson and Ellis Weismer (1997, study 1) 

paired eight preschoolers aged 4 to 5 with specific language impairment (SLI) with 

typically developing preschoolers. Children were supplied with props and were in-

structed to play “house” for 15 to 20 minutes at four different times within a three-

week period. During play activities, children were instructed to tell all they knew 

about playing house and prompted with “What else do you do?” when appropriate. 

Otherwise, adults were not part of the ongoing play interaction. The children with SLI 

who participated in structured play interactions with the untrained peer models demon-

strated significant gains in the length of their script reports (e.g., answering the ques-

tion, “what do you do when you play house?”), the number of different words used, 

the number of play-theme-related acts within their scripts, and the number of linguistic 

markers used (also see Law, Garrett & Nye, 2003). In a subsequent study, Robertson 

and Ellis Weismer (1997, study 2) paired six 4-year-old children with SLI either with 

each other (two play dyads total) or with a typically developing peer model (two play 

dyads total) in a single-case, multiple baseline design. Each dyad participated in four 

play sessions, similar to those reported in study 1, over the time course of three weeks. 

Both children with SLI paired with typically developing peer partners made marked 

gains in all targeted areas, namely total number of words and number of different 

words produced, as well as the verbalization of play-themed acts, and the use of lin-

guistic markers (i.e., temporal, conditional, and other conjunctions), as opposed to 

their peers with SLI in SLI play dyads, who made little or no gain. Drawing on both 
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studies, the researchers suggested that carefully planned scripted-play activities with 

typically developing peers may be one method to facilitate some aspects of language 

development in children with SLI. Again, though, the small sample size of these stud-

ies prohibits a generalization of findings.  

However, these results also fall in line with findings by Schmitt (2013), who investi-

gated active ingredients in school-based speech and language therapy for 233 children 

in kindergarten, first, and second-grade with language impairments, as provided by 73 

speech-language pathologists (SLPs). While all children made considerable progress, 

one main finding was that children seen in therapy sessions together with typically-

developing peers made greater gains than those who were not. In fact, this was the on-

ly therapy ingredient, next to the group size (i.e., children seen in smaller groups made 

more gains), which emerged as a significant moderator on child language outcomes. 

Taken together, these findings further support the use of peer-assisted learning ap-

proaches in targeted language support. The fact that children with limited linguistic 

proficiency—whether due to language impairment or dual language learning (e.g., 

DeLuzio & Girolametto, 2011; Guralnick et al., 1996; Menting et al., 2011; Tabors & 

Snow, 1994)—may have limited access to naturally occurring peer interactions with 

children with more advanced linguistic skills, further underlines the potential benefits 

of peer-assisted learning approaches.    

7.4 Chapter Summary and Consequences for Future Research – Study II 

Both theoretically and empirically, peer interactions have been found to offer potent 

contexts for language acquisition in ECEC settings. From an early age—and in differ-

ent ways than adults—peers engage in dyadic and multi-party interactions, providing 

children with the opportunity to verbally co-construct and negotiate meaning, such as 

in joint play actions, conflict resolution, and story telling activities.   

Through these frequent interactions throughout the typical ECEC-day, peers may in-

fluence each other in their development. For example, exposure to peers with strong 

language skills in ECEC can boost language learning in preschoolers (e.g., Justice et 

al., 2011). Naturally, therefore, “peers who have a larger vocabulary, ability to express 
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themselves, greater familiarity with print materials, and well-developed social skills 

could stimulate skill development among the other children within their preschool en-

vironment” (Henry & Rickman, 2007, p. 101).  

Narrative intervention can be defined as an intervention procedure that uses oral narra-

tives as a medium whereby the participant practices language-related features after a 

prompt and/or a model (Swanson, Fey, Mills, & Hood, 2005). In the realm of peer-

assisted learning activities, a peer will offer the prompt and/or model. Theoretic expli-

cations and research evidence underline that PAL activities can be successfully im-

plemented in the ECEC environment and that children engaging in peer learning activ-

ities can make considerable progress in selected learning outcomes. Research evidence 

does not only emphasize the role of peers in language development, but also suggests 

that peers can be successfully included as language intervention agents in ECEC, pro-

vided that careful planning and support of peer-assisted learning is implemented. In 

storytelling activities, there is emerging evidence that preschool-aged children draw on 

each other’s model, which may have a lasting influence on narrative productions 

(McGregor, 2000).  

While previous studies suggest the successful implementation of peer assisted lan-

guage learning approaches in the ECEC environment, it should be noted that limita-

tions prevent generalization to a wide population. As reported, most existing studies 

have significantly small sample sizes and are restricted to a limited cultural frame. As 

reported studies were sparse and many small in scope, further research is needed to 

examine the implementation of a peer tutoring approach in ECEC and the potential 

impact on DLLs’ fictional narrative skills.  
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Support of Emerging Fictional Narrative Skills through Peer-Assisted 

Intervention: An Exploratory Study (Study II) 

As has been established in the previous sections, narrative skills are well recognized as 

an important skillset underlying a variety of socio-emotional and academic competen-

cies (e.g., McCabe & Bliss, 2003; Nelson, Aksu-Koç, & Johnson, 2001; Norbury et al., 

2014). Narrative intervention can serve as a potent tool to support preschoolers in their 

narrative development, and it is becoming an established feature in the support and 

clinical treatment of emerging language skills in preschool-age children (Gutiérrez-

Clellen, 2012; Paul, 2007). Because there is not a standard method for delivering nar-

rative intervention, research is necessary to support professionals in their endeavor to 

provide effective and efficient intervention and to identify components that will im-

prove children’s abilities to successfully produce narratives. For the current study, an 

innovative approach was developed and applied involving peer tutors to extend the 

investigation of effective approaches to narrative intervention. Employing peers as 

partners in interventions, such as PT, as deducted previously (see section 7.3), can be a 

promising approach in facilitating selected intervention goals (McGregor, 2000; Top-

ping, 2005). Based on the theoretical background and the empirical evidence reviewed 

in the previous chapters, the current study pursued the main research aim to explore 

the effects of a peer-assisted intervention on the narrative generations of preschool-

age DLLs.  

This aim translated to three distinct purposes. The first was to explore the effects of a 

peer-assisted narrative-based language intervention—more precisely, its effects on 

indices of the oral fictional narrative generations of preschool-age DLLs. The second 

was to also target long-term effects of the intervention, while the third was to explore 

intervention effects on tutors. 

All participating children were Turkish-German DLLs aged 3 to 6; testing and inter-

vention occurred in German in the ECEC environment. A pre-posttest design including 

an intervention group, an intervention control group, and a non-intervention control 

group was applied to enable careful experimental control of aspects of oral narration as 

well as an assessment of generalization and maintenance of narrative skills. 
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The following specific research questions were addressed: 

1. To what extent does engaging a peer tutor in a narrative-based language interven-

tion improve the tutee’s generation of fictional narratives? 
 

2. To what extent do any improvements in preschoolers’ narrative performance 

maintain following a period of 5 weeks with no intervention? 
 

3. Which effect does the intervention have on children serving as the tutors? 
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8 Methods Study II 

This exploratory intervention study59 was based on a pre-posttest design including an 

intervention group, an intervention control group, and a non-intervention control 

group.  

8.1 Participants 

Forty-eight of the Turkish-German DLLs who participated in Study I comprised the 

participants for this study. Information on recruitment, inclusion criteria, and informed 

consent can be found in section 4.1 of Study I, respectively.  

Based on their Frog Story EINC measures, 30 of the children who had among the low-

est narrative complexity scores were randomly assigned to one of the three conditions: 

Peer Tutoring (PT), Peer Play (PP), or Control Group (CG). Each child in the PT and 

PP groups was then matched with a child from the same ECEC institution with consid-

erably higher narrative language skills based on their Frog Story EINC and ECEC 

practitioners’ referral60. The children with relatively weaker narrative skills were 

deemed the tutees and children with relatively strong narrative skills were deemed the 

tutors. ECEC practitioners reported the tutees to be among the weakest narrators and 

the tutors to be among the strongest spontaneous narrators61. Original group assign-

ment led to 20 children in the PT group (i.e., 10 tutee-tutor-dyads), 18 children in the 

PP group (i.e., 8 tutor-tutee-dyads, two additional tutees), and 10 children in the CG 

group.   

                                              
59  

Data collection was funded by a research grant by Niedersächsisches Institut für Frühkindliche 

Bildung und Entwicklung (nifbe) awarded to Ulrike M. Lüdtke and Ulla Licandro, née Grube (nif-

be Az. FP 01-12). The author served as the principal investigator and has no financial or nonfinan-

cial relationships relevant to the content of the study. 

60
  ECEC practitioners were involved in the selection process to prevent the pairing of children dislik-

ing each other. 

61
  Thus, children’s narrative skills were considered in relation to his or her peers’ skills, that is, their 

reference-group status (Hanushek, Kain, Markman, & Rivkin, 2003).  
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Overall, eight children dropped out over the time course of the study. Two dyads in the 

PT group dropped out because of high rates of absence (i.e., more than 4 sessions) due 

to spontaneous extended family holidays (in one case the tutee and in the other case 

the tutor). Two children who were originally assigned to the PP group participated in 

the pretest and were identified as tutees, but could not be matched with an appropriate 

tutor. Two children in the CG group participated in the pretest, but did not participate 

in the posttest, one because of refusal, and the other one because of absence from 

ECEC on the days of testing. As a result, 40 children (i.e., 8 tutee-tutor dyads in PT, 8 

tutee-tutor dyads in PP, and 8 children in CG) participated in the final study. Summary 

data describing the characteristics of the children by participant group are given in Ta-

bles 11 and 12 and statistical comparisons between the groups are provided in tables 

13 and 14 (for all tables, see preliminary analyses, section 9.1). 

8.2 Materials 

The following sections present information about the standardized test instruments, the 

narrative assessment material, and the intervention material. 

Standardized Test Instruments 

As all children, tutees, tutors, and participants in the control condition also participated 

in study I, information on procedures for measures of home language environment, 

language assessment, and nonverbal intelligence is provided in section 4.2. 

Narrative Assessment Material 

The Frog Story (Mayer, 1969, as presented in section 4.3) was used for pre- and post-

intervention probes to track narrative microstructure as well as macrostructure and 

evaluative and literate language use (as assessed by the combined instrument EINC, 

see section 4.4.2). Different self-developed stories (similar to the intervention material, 

see section below) were used at pretest, posttest, as well as after the no-intervention 

period as a maintenance probe, and also analyzed via EINC. 
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Intervention Material 

The intervention in the PT group itself, as well as additional pre- and posttests and 

generalization probes62 throughout the intervention period, involved a total of 20 pic-

ture stories. Following McGregor’s (2000) example, these wordless stories were de-

veloped to reflect young children’s experiences. While some of the books were mod-

eled after McGregor’s (2000, study 3) materials and others were self-developed, they 

were all digitally designed by an artist. This procedure eliminated the possibility that 

participants had prior exposure to any particular story and controlled for length and 

complexity effects on the obtained narratives. Each story was seven pages long and 

showed animated characters of diverse ethnicity and gender or animal protagonists 

solving a single problem or encountering events familiar to children (e.g., falling from 

a tree, searching for a shoe). Each page represented an opportunity for the inclusion of 

one or more story grammar elements (character, setting, initiating event, ac-

tion/attempt, complication, consequence). The pictures were printed in color on 13x9 

cm cardstock and laminated. Each story was put in an individual box that bore a pic-

ture of the main character(s) and the name of the story. Additionally, all stories were 

on 16x11 cm laminated cardstock so that children also had the opportunity spread their 

story out on the floor and to tell their story while standing up or while sitting on the 

floor. Finally, the stories were bound as little story books, displaying one picture per 

page. An example story is displayed in Appendix A.  

8.3 Study Design and Intervention Procedure 

As presented in Figure 15, the study was based on a pre-intervention to post-

intervention comparison. It involved tracking selected measures of microstructural and 

narrative complexity (macrostructure and evaluative language features) used in the 

oral productions of the Frog Story (unfamiliar at pretest and told for the second time at 

posttest I).  

  

                                              
62

  The analysis of the generalization probes collected throughout the intervention process was not 

analyzed as part of the current study.  
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Figure 15.  Overview of the Exploratory Intervention Study Design 

To supplement the narrative productions, children in all three groups (both tutors and 

tutees, as well as children in the control group) also produced two narratives based on 

unfamiliar picture books at pretest, posttest, and after a non-intervention maintenance 

phase (each time a warm-up story and a story that was used for tracking changes in 

narrative production). Posttest measures were collected in the same manner as pretest 
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measures. Five weeks (M = 32.86 days, SD = 6.75 days) following the posttest, a 

maintenance probe was collected from all children. As several weeks had passed be-

tween the collection of stories at posttest and maintenance probe, the latter included 

the production of two stories. The first story was treated as a warm up, while the sec-

ond was seen as the assessment story. The protocol for the collection of the narrative 

sample was similar to pretest and posttest. No further data was collected at this point. 

Furthermore, for children in the PT and PP groups, biweekly generalization probes 

were collected that included the unaided production of two unfamiliar story books (7 

pages; see previous section and Appendix A for a sample story). The analysis of the 

generalization probes was not included in the current study. The intervention proce-

dure as well as tutor-tutee dyads were held constant throughout the intervention, as 

young children in a peer-learning setting may not only benefit from the familiarity 

with a task, but also from the familiarity with their assigned peer partner (e.g., Ogden, 

2000; Pellegrini et al., 2002).  

The study featured one intervention group (Peer Tutoring, PT) and two control groups: 

the Peer Play (PP) group as well as a no-intervention control group (CG), where chil-

dren only participated in pre- and posttests to control for naturally occurring growth 

over time. The procedures for the PT and PP groups took place in a quiet room in the 

children’s ECEC institutions. Detailed descriptions for both procedures are given be-

low.  

Peer Tutoring Group (PT) 

Before implementing the intervention for the study, it was piloted with a group of 

children in an ECEC setting, which led to the final intervention plan.  

The relational didactic framework for the intervention, drawing on the theoretical 

background of the relational didactics (see section 7.3.2), was the notion of ‘Ges-

chichtendetektive’ [Story Detectives Buddies]; the children’s task was “to discover 

stories together.” To do so, children were told to listen carefully, “just like detectives,” 

when their peer told them a story and pay attention to detail when telling a story them-
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selves. Prompted peer models63 were achieved in the following manner: After selecting 

a story at random from a selection of three, the tutor told the depicted story to the tu-

tee. The clinician used corrective feedback and elaboration techniques as well as a 

maximum of four prompts per story, following the tutor’s utterances, to elicit narra-

tives rich in structural form and content (for examples of all prompting and feedback 

methods, see Appendix D). Therefore, prompted peer models represented the narrative 

reflection of the clinician-supported tutor’s performance (cf., McGregor, 2000). Fol-

lowing the tutor’s model, the tutee told the same story back to the tutor. The clinician 

used similar feedback and prompting methods to support narrative elaboration, but 

never modeled a complete story to the children. Consecutively, this procedure was 

repeated with another story. For the third story, a different setting was created to facili-

tate joint narrative co-construction between tutor and tutee. The children were prompt-

ed to jointly tell the story as depicted in their book to the clinician. During the part, the 

clinician remained silent except to demonstrate interest using a selected array of 

prompts and backchannel responses such as nodding, “yes,” “mhm,” “anything else?” 

and “continue.”  

The 12 sessions each featured on average three stories (for a total of M = 33.00, 

SD = 2.93 stories throughout the intervention) and were each carried out for 35-40 

minutes (M = 37.58, SD = 3.18 minutes), including a welcome song and little move-

ment activities in between stories to ensure focused participation, especially in young-

er children. At the beginning of the intervention period, each child received a ‘detec-

tive pass’ where they received a stamp after the completion of each session. Upon the 

collection of four stamps (i.e., three times throughout the intervention process), chil-

dren could collect a small toy or a sticker as a reward.  

This setting was not only special in the sense that children were put in tutor-tutee dy-

ads and participated in structured story telling activities, but also because a clinician 

from outside of the ECEC institution visited and spent time with them in an intimate 

setting, which is quite unusual in a regular ECEC day. Research found, as previously 

discussed, that preschool-age children can linguistically benefit from play interactions 

                                              
63

  This part of the intervention was modelled after McGregor (2000, study 3). 
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with stronger language peers (e.g., Robertson & Ellis Weismer, 1997, also see section 

7.1). For these reasons, the Peer Play group (PP) was created.  

Peer Play Group (PP) 

The tutee-tutor dyads of the PP group met in a similar fashion to that of the PT dyads. 

An examiner was present and guided the children through selected activities. In these 

groups, the notion of peer play was the focus. The overall theme was ‘Weltenforscher’ 

[World Explorers]. Participating children received a map and were told they would 

travel to a different land every time (e.g., ‘The Land of Ice,’ ‘The Land of Robots,’ 

etc.). For each world, a crafting activity and/or moving game was prepared to keep the 

children engaged for around 40 minutes. Again, similar to the PT group, each partici-

pating child received a pass, received a stamp for their participation, and had the op-

portunity to collect a little item upon the completion of three sessions. While there was 

no specific emphasis on storytelling, children were engaged in joint play and crafting 

activities.  

Children in the PP groups participated in the pretest, posttest, and the maintenance 

probe. Furthermore, to control for effects due to repeated testing (e.g., familiarization 

with the process and the examiner, natural growth over time due to repeated un-

prompted storytelling, etc.), generalization probes were collected along the interven-

tion process in exactly the same manner as in the PT group.  

Control Group (CG) 

To further control for naturally occurring growth over time, a control group (n = 8) 

only participated in the pre- and posttest as well as in the maintenance probe.  

8.4 Treatment Fidelity 

To ensure research quality, investigators must provide evidence that “treatment was 

implemented as intended” (Dollaghan, 2007, p. 72), a concept referred to as treatment 

fidelity. Treatment fidelity for the current study was implemented as follows: All in-
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tervention deliverers had a professional background in Speech-Language Pathology64 

and were experienced in interacting with preschool-age children. They were carefully 

trained for the delivery of the PT intervention and the PP activities in targeted work-

shops led by the author and followed a detailed, prescriptive treatment protocol to en-

sure consistency across sessions. Regular team meetings bore the opportunity to moni-

tor delivery of the intervention by discussing experiences, observations, and ideas. 

Furthermore, for the PT groups, approximately 50% of the sessions were recorded via 

video (Panasonic HC-V500EG-K camcorder) and the remaining sessions were record-

ed using a digital voice recorder (Olympus DM-650). An independent examiner 

trained on the treatment protocol randomly selected 10% of the video-recordings and 

observed if the examiner adhered to the protocol and followed specific activities as set 

out in the session plans. No obvious discrepancies were observed. Furthermore, after 

each session, both examiners of the intervention and control groups completed an in-

tervention log including general procedures, compliance, and personal comments to 

control for implementation validity. 

8.5 Analytic Strategy 

The current study addressed the three main research questions relevant to preschool-

age DLLs’ emerging narrative skills: It explored the effects of a peer-assisted narra-

tive-based language intervention on indices of the oral fictional narrative generations 

of preschool-age DLLs; it targeted long-term effects of the intervention; and, finally it 

targeted the intervention effects on tutors. Specific analyses are detailed below. 

Because of the group sizes and high inter-individual differences between children, a 

normal distribution of examined variables could not be assumed. Accordingly, all 

analyses targeting were carried out using nonparametric testing procedures. As all 

three research questions included group comparisons, the same analytic approach was 

chosen to explore differences between study groups at posttest and at maintenance: To 

detect significant differences between more than two groups, Kruskal-Wallis H tests 

were applied. In keeping with standard practice, significant differences were followed 

                                              
64  

I.e., professional training at least equivalent to a BA in Communication Sciences and Disorders  
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up with the Mann-Whitney U test to identify the origins of these differences with Bon-

ferroni adjustments65 applied for multiple between-group comparisons. Categorical 

variables were compared via chi-square-test for independence. Effect sizes were calcu-

lated to help to determine whether statistically significant differences were differences 

of practical concern. In accordance with Cohen (1988), effect sizes between .10 and 

.29 represented a small association, those between .30 and .49 represented a medium 

association, and effect sizes above .50 indicated large effects (Cohen, 1988, pp. 77-

81).  

Potential impacts of the chosen analytic approach on study findings and interpretations 

are discussed in the results and discussion section (see section 10.2.1 specifically for 

statistical considerations).  

 

                                              
65

  This adjustment of the level of significance was applied to avoid type I errors when running multi-

ple tests, i.e., concluding the presence of a significant difference when it is not. 
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9 Results Study II 

In this section, following the preliminary analyses for differences between participant 

groups, all results will be displayed in regard to the specific research questions.  

9.1 Preliminary Analyses 

Summary data describing the characteristics of the children by randomized group as-

signment are given in Table 11 for tutors and Table 12 for tutees. Tables 13 and 14 

provide a comparison of tutees’ and tutors’ narrative performance.  

Tutee Groups 

Table 11 provides an overview of group characteristics for the children in the interven-

tion and control conditions. Participants in the PT group (3 boys, 5 girls) had a mean 

age of 4;7 and a mean exposure to German of 24 months; children in the PP group (5 

boys, 3 girls) had a mean age of 4;5 and a mean of 24 months’ exposure to German; 

finally, the children in the CG (3 boys, 5 girls) were on average 4;6 old with an aver-

age German exposure of 25 months (SD, ranges, and further characteristics appear in 

Table 11).66 A Kruskal-Wallis H test yielded no differences between the three groups 

for age, exposure to German, expressive and receptive language, and nonverbal intelli-

gence.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                              
66  

Although gender was not equally distributed among the groups, the groups were still deemed com-

parable, as, similar to other studies (e.g., Hipfner-Boucher, 2011), gender analyses conducted in the 

previously presented study on narrative skills in Turkish-German DLLs did not reveal any signifi-

cant differences between boys and girls on the measures used in this study (see section 5.1). 
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Table 11.  Participant Characteristics for the CG, PP, and PT Groups (Tutees) 

Variable Group M SD Range p 

Age in months CG 

PP 

PT  

55.63 

54.50 

56.50 

6.26 

7.84 

7.86 

48-66 

44-66 

47-67 

 

.888  

 

Exposure to  

German in months
a 

CG 

PP 

PT 

24.88 

23.75 

24.50 

12.43 

9.39 

11.14 

12-48 

14-43 

13-46 

 

.997 

Education mother  

in years 

CG 

PP 

PT 

7.75 

9.63 

10.00 

3.73 

3.58 

3.51 

0-10 

4-13 

4-17 

 

.490 

Education father  

in years 

CG 

PP 

PT 

7.75 

9.75 

12.13 

3.73 

2.82 

4.05 

0-10 

4-13 

9-17 

 

.435 

Expressive  

language
b 

CG 

PP 

PT 

20.13 

19.88 

25.88 

17.47 

7.95 

12.79 

3-42 

8-34 

8-45 

 

.580 

Receptive  

language
b 

CG 

PP 

PT 

21.13 

18.25 

19.50 

9.54 

4.27 

4.57 

8-33 

13-24 

10-25 

 

.580 

Nonverbal  

intelligence
c 

CG 

PP 

PT 

15.13 

16.63 

15.50 

2.95 

2.77 

5.98 

12-20 

12-19 

8-27 

 

.538 

EINC
 

Frog Story
d 

CG 

PP 

PT 

7.88 

9.00 

7.63 

4.12 

4.21 

4.44 

3-13 

4-17 

3-17 

 

.749 

EINC
 

Climb Story
d 

CG 

PP 

PT 

6.75 

8.50 

8.25 

3.41 

4.21 

4.86 

2-13 

4-15 

3-16 

 

.512 

Note. CG = Control; PP = Peer play; PT = Peer Tutoring; each group had 8 participants. Reported p-

values refer to Mann-Whitney U tests. 
a
Based on parent report.  

b
Raw score sums, LiSe-DaZ expressive and receptive subtests (Schulz & Tracy, 2011).  

c
Raw scores, Raven Coloured Progressive matrices (Raven, 1995).  

d
Measures of narrative complexity based on generations of “Frog, where are you?” (Mayer, 1969); 

‘Climb Story’ was a self-designed picture story. Narrative complexity measured using an adapted and 

extended version of the INC scoring rubric (Petersen, Gillam, & Gillam, 2008). The maximum score 

for each story was 26.  

None of the above measures were significantly different between the groups.  

Narrative performance was assessed based on spontaneous narration of the Frog Story 

(for procedures, see section 4.3). Microstructural measures (narrative productivity, 

lexical diversity, and syntactic complexity) as well as narrative complexity (as as-

sessed via EINC) were compared between the groups. Furthermore, narrative com-
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plexity was also assessed via a second spontaneous narrative production based on an 

unfamiliar 7-page-long picture book (“Climb Story”) (also see section 8.2).   

For the Frog Story’s narrative productivity measures, a Kruskal-Wallis H test revealed 

no significant differences between the three experimental groups, with a mean total 

number of words (TNW) of 75.00 (SD = 30.03) for PT, 110.50 (SD = 62.52) for PP, 

and 68.00 (SD = 52.48) for CG, χ
2
(2) = 1.83, p = .400; similar to the total number of 

produced C-units, TNCU: PT, M = 43.43, SD = 57.36; PP, M = 23.62, SD = 9.72; CG, 

M = 17.38, SD = 9.20, χ
2
(2) = 2.01, p = .367. The measures of lexical diversity, name-

ly number of different words in lemmas (NDW) and the vocabulary diversity statistic 

(VOCD), respectively, did also not differ significantly between the three groups 

(NDW: PT M = 30.34 (SD = 13.71), PP M = 29.88 (SD = 13.37), CG M = 22.63, 

(SD = 14.27), χ
2
(2) = 1.70, p = .427; VOCD: PT M = 17.28 (SD = 7.13), PP 

M = 11.16, (SD = 5.32), CG M = 14.33 (SD = 5.70), χ
2
(2) = 2.99, p = .224). Finally, 

there was no significant difference for syntactic complexity, as assessed by mean 

length of C-unit (MLCU), between the PT tutees (PT; M = 3.69, SD = 1.27) children 

assigned to the PP condition (M = 4.46, SD = 1.27), and the CG (M = 3.49, SD = 1.50), 

respectively, χ
2
(2) = 1.93, p = .380.  

At pretest, the three groups were also equivalent with respect to narrative complexity 

scores based on two separate picture book prompted story generations. The EINC 

score for Frog Story narratives did not differ significantly between children assigned to 

the PT condition (M = 7.63, SD = 4.44), the PP condition (M = 9.00, SD = 4.21), and 

the CG condition (M = 7.88, SD = 4.12), χ
2
(2) = .58, p = .749. Similarly, the EINC 

score for the self-designed Climb Story did not differ significantly between children 

assigned to the PT condition (M = 8.25, SD = 4.86), the PP condition (M = 8.50, 

SD = 4.21), and the CG condition (M = 6.75, SD = 3.41), χ
2
(2) = 1.34, p = .512. 

Tutor Groups 

The data for the two tutor groups are presented in Table 12. Mann-Whitney U tests 

were conducted to detect significant differences between the groups. Tutors in the PT 

condition (5 boys, 3 girls) had a mean age of 4;11 and tutors in the PP condition (3 

boys, 5 girls) had a mean age of 5;2. 
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Table 12.  Participant Characteristics for the PP and PT Tutors 

Variable Group M SD Range p 

Age in months TPP 

TPT 

61.88 

59.38 

6.01 

6.80 

54-69 

50-72 

.561 

Exposure to German in 

months
a 

TPP 

TPT 

42.01 

45.13 

11.20 

11.29 

25-50 

31-59 

.035* 

Education mother in 

years 

TPP 

TPT 

10.29 

10.57 

1.72 

1.25 

9-13 

9-13 

> .999 

Education father in 

years 

TPP 

TPT 

12.00 

10.25 

3.70 

1.17 

9-17 

9-12 

.718 

Expressive language
b TPP 

TPT 

37.13 

33.25 

9.94 

7.72 

20-50 

18-43 

.371 

Receptive language
b TPP 

TPT 

25.75 

24.88 

3.62 

4.70 

18-30 

19-31 

.833 

Nonverbal intelligence
c TPP 

TPT 

19.00 

15.50 

3.16 

5.66 

9-20 

9-28 

.072 

EINC Frog Story
d TPP 

TPT 

17.25 

16.25 

3.24 

5.23 

12-22 

10-26 

.494 

EINC Climb Story
d TPP 

TPT 

14.75 

15.75 

1.49 

3.45 

13-17 

13-24 

.789 

Note. TPP = Tutors Peer Play; TPT = Tutors Peer Tutoring; each group had 8 participants. Reported p-

values refer to Mann-Whitney U tests.  
a
Based on parent report.  

b
Raw score sums, LiSe-DaZ expressive and receptive subtests (Schulz & Tracy, 2011).  

c
Raw scores, Raven Coloured Progressive matrices (Raven, 1995).  

d
Measures of narrative complexity based on generations of “Frog, where are you?” (Mayer, 1969); 

‘Climb Story’ was a self-designed picture story. Narrative complexity measured using an adapted and 

extended version of the INC scoring rubric (Petersen, Gillam, & Gillam, 2008). The maximum score 

for each story was 26.  

*Statistically significant with p < .05. 

On average, tutors in the PT condition had a higher previous exposure to German 

(Mdn = 50.50) than tutors in the PP condition (Mdn = 27.50), as measured in months, 

U = 12.00, z = -2.11, p = .035. However, this difference did not translate to significant 

differences in German expressive and receptive language performance. Also, no sig-

nificant differences emerged for age in months and nonverbal intelligence.  

For the narrative productivity measures, the total number of words (TNW) produced 

by the PT tutors (PTT; Mdn = 117.00) was not significantly different from the amount 

produced by the PP tutors (PPT; Mdn = 178.50), U = 25.50, z = -0.68, p = .495, similar 
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to the total number of produced C-units, TNCU: PTP Mdn = 21.50, PPT Mdn = 33.50, 

U = 15.00, z = -1.79, p = .073. The measures of lexical diversity, namely number of 

different words in lemmas (NDW) and the vocabulary diversity statistic (VOCD), re-

spectively, did also not differ significantly between the two groups (NDW: PTP 

Mdn = 39.50, PPT Mdn = 52.50, U = 23.50, z = -0.89, p = .372; VOCD PTP 

Mdn = 20.82, PPT Mdn = 24.48, U = 24.00, z = -0.46, p = .643). Furthermore, there 

was no significant difference for syntactic complexity, as assessed by mean length of 

C-unit (MLCU) between the PTT (Mdn = 5.31) and the PPT (Mdn = 5.18), U = 26.00, 

z = -0.63, p = .528.  

The tutor groups were also equivalent with respect to narrative complexity scores 

based on two separate picture book prompted story generations. The EINC score for 

Frog Story narratives did not differ significantly between tutors in the PT 

(Mdn = 15.00) and tutors in the PP condition (Mdn = 17.50), U = 25.50, z = -0.69, 

p = .494. Similarly, the EINC scores assigned for the production of the self-designed 

Climb Story did not differ between tutors in the PT (Mdn = 15.00) and tutors in the PP 

condition (Mdn = 14.50), U = 29.50, z = -0.27, p = .789. 

Comparison of Frog Story Narrative Performance of Tutee and Tutor Groups 

A tutee-tutor comparison (Mann-Whitney U test) of the Frog Story narratives revealed 

significant differences in all of the computed microstructural measures and the overall 

EINC score, such that tutors outperformed the tutees on the group level (see Table 13).  

Comparison of Performance on the Self-Designed Story of Tutee and Tutor Groups 

The comparison (Mann-Whitney U test) of the narration of the self-designed picture 

story at pretest revealed significant differences in all measures of narrative microstruc-

ture, except for a measure of productivity, namely total number of C-units. There was 

also a significant difference narrative complexity (EINC), such that tutors outper-

formed the tutees on the group level (see Table 14). VOCD was not compared, be-

cause it could not be computed for half (n = 4) of the tutee narratives due to limited 

story length. 
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Table 13.  Comparison of Pretest Frog Story Narrative Performance of Tutees and Tutors 

Variable Group M SD Range p 

TNW Tutees 

Tutors 

85.04 

163.63 

52.31 

86.99 

11-199 

42-358 
.004* 

TNCU 
Tutees 

Tutors 

27.48 

31.94 

32.83 

13.94 

7-172 

16-65 
.034* 

NDW 
Tutees 

Tutors 

27.52 

53.13 

13.65 

24.01 

4-50 

19-104 
.001* 

VOCD 
Tutees

a
 

Tutors
b
 

13.86 

23.14 

6.22 

9.99 

1.96-25.46 

11.36-46.23 
.014* 

MLCU
 Tutees 

Tutors 

3.89 

5.03 

1.37 

1.36 

1.00-6.63 

2.21-7.75 
.016* 

EINC  
 

Tutees 

Tutors 

8.17 

16.75 

4.11 

4.23 

3-17 

10-26 
< .001* 

Note. Tutees n = 24, tutors n = 16.  

TNW = total number of words; TNCU = total number of utterances in C-units; NDW = total 

number of different words in lemmas; VOCD = vocabulary diversity; MLCU = mean length of C-

units in words; EINC = Extended index of narrative complexity.  
a
n = 16. 

b
n = 15. 

*Statistically significant with p < .05. 

 

Table 14.  Comparison of Pretest Self-Designed Story Performance of Tutees and Tutors 

Variable Group M SD Range p 

TNW Tutees 

Tutors 

38.92 

48.99 

29.56 

27.27 

5-139 

19-132 
.040* 

TNCU 
Tutees 

Tutors 

8.46 

8.75 

4.01 

4.30 

4-21 

5-23 
.573 

NDW 
Tutees 

Tutors 

19.13 

24.56 

9.87 

8.15 

2-45 

12-41 
 .034* 

MLCU
 Tutees 

Tutors 

4.22 

5.38 

1.30 

0.92 

1.25-6.63 

3.17-7.00 
.003* 

EINC  

 

Tutees 

Tutors 

7.83 

15.25 

4.09 

2.62 

2-16 

13-24 
< .001* 

Note. Tutees n = 24, tutors n = 16.  

TNW = total number of words; TNCU = total number of utterances in C-units; NDW = total 

number of different words in lemmas; MLCU = mean length of C-units in words; EINC = Ex-

tended index of narrative complexity.  

*Statistically significant with p < .05. 
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Summary of Preliminary Analysis 

In sum, the three groups of tutees in the intervention/control conditions did not differ 

from each other in any of the computed measures, i.e., all groups were comparable in 

terms of German language skills, nonverbal intelligence, home environment measures, 

and narrative performance. The two groups of tutors did also not differ significantly 

from each other, except for months of German language exposure. Furthermore, as to 

be expected, marked differences in narrative competence surfaced between children 

assigned to the tutee and tutor groups.  

9.2 Intervention Effects on Tutees – Pre-Posttest Comparisons 

To follow up on the first research question, To what extent does engaging a peer tutor 

in a narrative-based language intervention improve the tutee’s generation of fictional 

narratives?, three areas were explored. Firstly, the narrative productions of the famil-

iar Frog Story at posttest were compared across PT tutors, PP tutors, and CG partici-

pants.  

 Narrative Measures 9.2.1

Frog Story productions were compared for differences in microstructure, narrative 

complexity (EINC), as well as for differences in the use of the individual components 

of the EINC.  

Narrative Microstructure 

In the area of narrative microstructure, a Kruskal-Wallis H test revealed no significant 

differences between the three groups for productivity, with a mean total number of 

words (TNW) of M = 213.88 (SD = 87.62) for PT, M = 154.00 (SD = 79.83) for PP, 

and M = 103.75 (SD = 69.43) for CG, χ
2
(2) = 5.51, p = .064; similar to the total num-

ber of produced C-units (TNCU: PT, M = 36.75, SD = 9.22; PP, M = 30.14, 

SD = 12.59; CG, M = 28.00, SD = 15.93), χ
2
(2) = 2.68, p = .226, and the measure of 

syntactic complexity, namely mean length of utterance (MLCU: PT, M = 5.63, 

SD = 1.08; PP, M = 4.01, SD = 1.89; CG, M = 3.64, SD = 1.60), χ
2
(2) = 4.91, p = .086.  
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Meanwhile, there was a statistical difference for a measure of lexical diversity. While 

group assignment did not significantly affect VOCD with a mean performance of 

M = 18.75 (SD = 6.11) for PT, M = 17.65 for PP, and M = 16.25 (SD = 10.71) for CG, 

χ
2
(2) = 0.92, p = .995, the number of different words in lemmas (NDW) differed sig-

nificantly between groups with a mean rate of M = 59.50 (SD = 20.17) for PT, 

M = 47.86 (SD = 18.77) for PP, and M = 31.75 (SD = 15.51) for CG, respectively, 

χ
2
(2) = 6.97, p = .031.  

A subsequent Mann-Whitney U test revealed a statistical difference between partici-

pants in the PT (Mdn = 54.00) and children in the Control condition (Mdn = 27.00) at a 

bonferroni-corrected significance level of .0167, U = 8.00, z = -2.52, p = .012, r = -.63. 

Neither did the number of different lemmas produced by children in the PP condition 

(Mdn = 48.00) differ from the performance of the PT group (U = 21.00, z = -0.81, 

p = .416, r = -.20), nor from the performance of participants in the Control condition 

(U = 13.00, z = -1.74, p = .082, r = -.44). 

Narrative Complexity (EINC) 

A Kruskal-Wallis H test computed a statistically significant difference in narrative 

complexity at posttest between the experimental groups, with a mean Frog Story EINC 

score of M = 17.00 (SD = 5.13) for PT, M = 9.75 (SD = 4.03) for PP, and M = 8.50 

(SD = 4.93) for CG, χ
2
(2) = 9.36, p = .009. That is, Frog Story narrative complexity 

was significantly affected by group assignment.  

Subsequently, Mann-Whitney U comparisons were conducted to post hoc follow up on 

the origin of the difference. Bonferroni adjustments were applied, such that all effects 

are reported at a .0167 level of significance. At posttest, narrative complexity of tutees 

in the Peer Tutoring group (Mdn = 17.50) was significantly higher than narrative com-

plexity of tutees in the Peer Play group (Mdn = 9.00), U = 8.00, z = -2.53, p = .011, 

r = -.63, as well as children in the Control group (Mdn = 8.00), U = 7.00, z = -2.64, 

p = .008, r = -.66. However, it appeared that narrative complexity was not different 

between participants in the PP and in the CG, U = 25.00, z = -0.74, p = .461, r = -.19. 
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Figure 16 displays mean narrative complexity scores for all three experimental groups 

at pre- and posttest.  

 

Figure 16.  Tutees’ Pre-Posttest Changes in Frog Story Narrative Complexity (Means and SD).   

Note. All groups were n = 8. Frog Story narrative complexity was based on generations of 

“Frog, where are you?” (Mayer, 1969). EINC represents composite scores; the maximum 

score was 26. Error bars represent standard deviation.  

In-Depth Analysis of Tutee Differences in Frog Story Narrative Complexity Measures 

To further explore the differences in tutees’ narrative complexity, cohesive and evalua-

tive language elements of the EINC, as derived from the Frog Story narratives, were 

analyzed individually to detect specific areas of growth. As the number of points to be 

reached for these individual EINC components only ranged between 0, 1, and 2, a chi-

square-test of independence (with a Bonferroni adjustment applied) was performed to 

detect statistical differences between groups. 

 While at pretest, none of the individual EINC items were statistically different be-

tween the three experimental conditions (see Table E.1 in Appendix E), a chi-square 

test performed at posttest found a significant relationship between group assignments 
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and use of temporal markers, such that children in the PT group used more temporal 

markers than tutees in the PP group, X
2
(1, N = 16) = 8.77, p = .012. At a bonferroni-

corrected significance level of .0167, the difference between PT and the Control 

group, X
2
(1, N = 16) = 6.57, p = .037, was not significant. Also, the use of metacogni-

tive verbs was higher in the PT group than in the PP group, X
2
(1, N = 16) = 6.56, 

p = .010, and in the CG, X
2
(1, N = 16) = 7.27, p = .007. While the use of emotional 

state terms and physical state terms did not differ significantly between PT and PP 

groups, X
2
(1, N = 16) = 1.76, p = .185, and X

2
(1, N = 16) = 0.71, p = .398, respective-

ly, the use of emotional state terms use was higher in the PT than in the CG condition, 

X
2
(1, N = 16) = 12.44, p < .001 (physical state terms: X

2
(1, N = 16) = 5.33, p = .021). 

As for the expression of intent, the performance of the PT group did not differ signifi-

cantly from either PP, X
2
(1, N = 16) = 0.54, p = .464, or CG condition, 

X
2
(1, N = 16) = 4.00, p = .046.   

 Narrative Examples 9.2.2

The mean pre- to posttest scores show an increase in narrative skills (complexity) in 

tutees. In this section, excerpts from the Frog Story narratives of two tutees offer quali-

tative insight into individual growth patterns. These two children, Dilara and Fatima67, 

were both successive DLLs who were first systematically exposed to German in ECEC 

and they were both tutees in the Peer Tutoring group. Dilara was 4 years and 5 months 

old and started the intervention with minimal German abilities after having had 13 

months of previous exposure to German in the ECEC setting. Fatima was 5 years and 

6 months old and, after an exposure time of 25 months, was relatively fluent and com-

fortable in speaking German.  

At pretest, Dilara mostly names the characters on the pictures. While her minimal 

German skills certainly contribute to her not creating linguistically rich and detailed 

narratives, there is no evidence of a story plot or drawn connections between the de-

picted events. On Westby’s (2005) Story Grammar Decision Tree, Dilara’s narrative 

represents the lowest story structure level, a descriptive sequence: 

                                              
67

  Names were changed to protect participants’ identity.  
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Exerpt68 1: Dilara at pretest  

Frosch. Frosch eine Hund. Hund weg hier. Die Mama! Die Mama, die Baby! Die Baby. Der 

eine Hund. Ja! Die Mama, die Papa, die kriegen Babyfrosch! Oh, die die Baby große. Baby. 

Hoppa! Die Baby. Die Baby. Hund. Hund. Junge. Zwei Junge zwei Hunde. Was das? Eine 

Biene. Biene. Biene. Biene. Auch Biene. Biene. Nein! Zwei Junge. Eine Hund. Zwei Junge. 

Zwei eine Hund. Eine Biene. Eine Hund, eine Junge. Eine Hund, eine Junge. Eine Junge, eine 

Hund. Zwei Junge, zwei Hunde. Ein Hunde, eine Junge. Ein Frosch, viele Frosch. […] 

Frog. Frog a dog. Dog away here. The mom! The mom, the baby! The baby. He one dog. Yes! 

The mom, the dad, they have baby frog! Oh, the the baby big. Baby. Oop! The baby. The baby. 

Dog. Dog. Boy. Two boy, two dogs. What that? A bee. Bee. Bee. Bee. Bee as well. Bee. No! 

Two boy. A dog. Two boys. Two a dog. A bee. A dog, a boy. A dog, a boy. Two boy, two dogs. 

A dog, a boy. A frog, many frog. [...] 

Meanwhile, at posttest, most children began to include more evaluative words in their 

stories and to include more crucial story elements. For example, Dilara’s narrative is 

longer overall and clearly more detailed. The disappearance of the frog is identified a 

clear search pattern is evident. Also, she now frequently uses additive and temporal 

markers to connect her utterances and includes direct speech to paint a more vivid ver-

bal picture of their narratives and to bring out the characters’ perspectives. Overall, her 

narrative progressed from a descriptive sequence to an action sequence.  

Excerpt 2: Dilara at posttest 

Die Hund, die Junge. Und die Hund hat die da ein Frosch hat. Und dann die und die äh die 

schlaft. Die Hund und die Junge, die noch schlaft. Und dann die Frosch hopp machen. Und 

dann die hüpft an die Seite. Und dann guckt, weg Frosch. Die äh die Hund guckt hier, auch 

nicht. Und die äh Junge hier, auch guckt nicht. Hier auch nicht. Hier auch nicht. Hier auch 

nicht. Und die Junge hat „Was macht du?“ sagst. „Und dann mach ich so.“ sags. Und dann 

hier guckt und dann da hier da das. Und dann die Biene auch nicht. Die weiß nicht, wo da die 

Frosch. Guckt hoch. Hier auch nicht. Die weg die Frosch. Da guckt, auch nicht. Und dann hier 

guckt, auch nicht. […] 

The dog, the boy. And the dog has a frog there has. And then they und they um they sleeps. The 

dog and the boy, they still sleeps. And then the frog oop make. And then it hops to the side. 

And then looks, away frog. The um the dog looks here, also not. And the um boy here, also 

looks not. Also not here. Also not here. Also not here. And the boy has „What are you doing?“ 

says. „And then I do like this“, says. And then here look and then there here this one. And then 

the bee also not. It does not know, where there the frog. Looks up. Also not here. It away the 

frog. There looks, also not. And then here looks, also not. [...] 

                                              
68  

To facilitate narrative cohesion, each example is presented in a narrative format, rather than in C-

units, and has been edited for punctuation. Mazes, which were excluded from microstructural 

measures, are still included here. 
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Children with greater initial German abilities, such as Fatima, were already able to 

connect several sentences together to construct a narrative, and their narratives includ-

ed more events to move the plot forward. However, Fatima loses herself in details 

when describing the setting, so that it is hard to make out the elements and events cen-

tral to the story. 

Excerpt 3: Fatima at pretest:  

Da sieht ein Mensch und eine Frosch und eine Hund. Eine Bett und eine Lampe. Und Fenster. 

Und von die Junge Schuhe. Und das ist das T-Shirt. Und das Kiste bei ihrem Bett. Das Junge 

schlaft. Und ihre Schuhe liegen. Und ihre diese Schuhe liegen. Das Frosch geht von den Glas. 

Das eine Socke. Ja. Das die Socke liegt da und ihre T-Shirt und ihre Bett. Es ist immer noch 

Mond. Und das Frosch hat nicht geschlaft. Und das Hund und das Junge geschlaft. Und das äh 

das Fenster ist da. Und das Lampe ist da. Und das Stuhl ist da. Als das Junge aufgewacht hat, 

hat die bei den Glas geguckt. Ist das weggegangen. Und ihre Hund. Und ihr das Junge. Und 

das war noch ihre Socke war da immer noch. Ihre Bett. Und das war noch da. Und das ist nicht 

abgerutscht. Und und ihre zwei Schuhe die liegen da. Und ihre T-Shirt und das Glas und das. 

Das Sonne ist irgendwo anders. Und als das Mond da war ist das verschwunden. Äh und dann 

das liegt noch das Glas. Und die beiden Schuhe immer noch. Und die Fenster und die Lampen 

und die Glas. Und das Stuhl. Das Hund hat das Glas. Das Hund hat das Glas. Und das Junge 

zieht sich was irgendwas an. Und da ist das T-Shirt mit das Hose und mit das beide Schuhe. 

Und mit das Stuhl und mit das Hund. Das Hund hat das Glas und das Lampe sieht noch. Und 

da sie xx Blatt. Und das Junge hat das Glas. Und das Junge ruft das Frosch. Und das Fenster 

sieht. […].  

There see a person and a frog and a dog. A bed and a lamp. And window. And from the boy 

shoes. And this is the t-shirt. And this box by her bed. The boy sleeps. And her shoes lie. And 

her these shoes lie. The frog goes from the jar. This a sock. Yes. The the sock lies there and 

her t-shirt and her bed. It is still moon. And the frog has not slept. And the boy and the boy 

slept. And the um the window is there. And the lamp is there. And the chair is there. When the 

boy woke up, he looked by the jar. It went away. And her dog. And her the boy. And that was 

her sock was there still. Her bed. And that was still there. And that did not slide down. And 

and her two shoes they lie there. And her t-shirt and the jar and that. The sun is somewhere 

else. And when the moon was there it vanished. Um and then it still lies the jar. And both of 

the shoes still. And the window and the lamp and the jar. And the chair. The dog has the jar. 

The dog has the jar. And the boy put something on. And there is the t-shirt with the pants and 

with both of the shoes. And with the chair and with the dog. The dog has the jar and the lamp 

still sees. And there she xx leaf. And the boy has the jar. And the boy calls the frog. And the 

window sees. [...] 

At posttest, many of the advanced DLL children, such as Fatima, provided more 

events and advanced story structures and frequently used direct speech, painting a 

more vivid verbal picture of their narrative. According to Westby’s (2005) binary de-
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cision tree, some of the stories would be classified reactive sequences, or episodes of 

varying elaborateness, as some children already included causal connectors and a clear 

goal, attempt, and outcome. Also, Fatima’s uses of evaluative words and the emotional 

state term böse [upset/angry] add depth to her characters. Distinct from her pretest 

narrative, now the characters, setting, and initiating event are clearly identifiable.  

Excerpt 4: Fatima at posttest: 

Dann hatte der Hund und ein Junge ein Frosch gefangen. Das war nachts. Dann musste der in 

Bett. Dann war der in Bett und hat geschlafen. Und das Frosch war weg. Und als die aufge-

wacht haben, haben die geguckt. „Das Frosch ist weg“ hat das Junge gesagt. Dann hatte die 

zum Schuhe geguckt, aber da war der nicht. Dann hat der geschlafen. Dann waren die im 

Fenster und haben geruft „Wo bist du, Frosch?“. Dann ist der runtergefallen, Hundi. Dann wa-

ren die böse, dass der runtergefallen. Dann hat sie gesagt „Hundi, lass mich abzulecken!“. 

Dann waren die da und hatten gesagt „Frosch, Frosch!“. Dann hatten die nicht die gehört und 

nicht gefunden. Dann hatte der „Frosch, Frosch, komm‘ doch mal raus wo du versteckt hast!“. 

[…]  

Then the dog and a boy had caught a frog. That was at night. Then he had to go to bed. Then 

he was in bed and was sleeping. And the frog was gone. And when they woke up, they looked. 

„The frog is gone“, did the boy say. Then he looked to the shoes, but he was not there. Then 

this one slept. Then they were in the window and called, „Where are you, frog?“. Then he fell 

down, doggy. Then they were angry, that he fallen down. Then she said, „Doggy, stop licking 

me!“. Then they were there and had said, „Frog, frog, come on out where you are hiding!“ 

[...] 

 Generalization Probe 9.2.3

Additional to the Frog Story, children narrated the self-developed “Soccer Story” (see 

Appendix A) at posttest, which was analyzed for narrative complexity via EINC. Even 

though differences could be detected descriptively (see posttest, Fig. 17), there was no 

statistically significant difference between the EINC scores by different group assign-

ment with a mean score of M = 13.38 for PT (SD = 2.26, Mdn = 14.50), M = 10.38 for 

PP (SD = 4.78, Mdn = 10.00), and M = 7.50 for CG (SD = 4.41, Mdn = 6.00), 

χ
2
(2) = 5.74, p = .057. For further interpretation of these results, it should be noted that 

a Wilcoxon Signed-Ranks Test indicated that narrative productivity (number of words 

produced) ranks for Frog Story narratives were significantly higher (M = 157.35, 

SD = 89.02) than median productivity ranks for the stories produced in response to the 
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seven-page long unfamiliar picture book in the generalization probe (M = 44.63, 

SD = 22.97), Z = -4.20, p < .001. 

9.3 Long-Term Intervention Effects on Tutees 

The second research question to be explored was: To what extent do any improvements 

in preschoolers’ narrative performance maintain following a period of 5 weeks with 

no intervention? The maintenance probe assessed narrative complexity and was col-

lected via an unfamiliar wordless picture book that was part of the self-developed ma-

terials and occurred after a 5 week no-intervention period following posttest (see Fig-

ure 17).  

 

Figure 17.  Self-Developed Picture Stories: Tutees’ Narrative Complexity Performances at Pretest, 

Posttest, and Maintenance Probe (Means and SD).                                                        

Note. All groups were n = 8. Measures were based on generations on self-developed sto-

ries. EINC represents composite scores; the maximum score was 26. Error bars represent 

standard deviation. 

For the EINC composite score, a Kruskal-Wallis H test yielded statistically significant 

group differences (X
2
(2) = 6.90, p = .032), with a mean score of M = 13.75 for PT 

(SD = 4.40), M = 11.38 for PP (SD = 4.03), and M = 7.50 for CG (SD = 3.55), which 
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were followed up by group comparisons. It was revealed that narrative complexity 

measure of the PT group (Mdn = 12.50) was significantly higher than narrative com-

plexity of children in the CG condition (Mdn = 6.00), U = 7.50, z = -2.59, p = .010, 

r = -.65, while comparisons between PT and PP children (Mdn = 12.50) yielded no 

differences, U = 27.00, z = -0.53, p = .596, r = .13. Similarly, results revealed that nar-

rative complexity was not different between participants in the PP and in the CG, 

U = 15.00, z = -1.80, p = .073, r = -.45. 

9.4 Intervention Effects on Tutors 

The third research question (Which effect does the intervention have on children serv-

ing as the tutors?) concerned the performance of the tutors, that is, if narrative com-

plexity measures of tutors of the Peer Tutoring (PTT) and Peer Play (PPT) groups 

would change through the intervention process. To assess this question, narrative per-

formances of PT and PP tutors were compared at posttest and at maintenance probe.  

Frog Story Microstructure 

At posttest, all microstructural measures derived from the Frog Story narratives were 

compared between the two tutor groups. For the productivity measures, the total num-

ber of words (TNW) produced by the PT tutors (PTT; Mdn = 158.50) was not signifi-

cantly different from the amount produced by the PP tutors (PPT; Mdn = 225.00), 

U = 21.00, z = -1.16, p = .248; similar to the total number of produced C-units (TNCU: 

PTP Mdn = 26.50, PPT Mdn = 37.00), U = 19.50, z = -1.32, p = .188. The measures of 

lexical diversity, namely, the number of different words in lemmas (NDW) and the 

vocabulary diversity statistic (VOCD), respectively, also did not differ significantly 

between the two groups (NDW: PTP Mdn = 53.50, PPT Mdn = 67.00, U = 25.00, z = -

0.74, p = .462; VOCD PTP Mdn = 25.12, PPT Mdn = 21.07, U = 25.00, z = -0.74, 

p = .462). Finally, there was no significant difference for mean length of C-unit 

(MLCU) between the PTT (Mdn = 6.13) and the PPT (Mdn = 6.03), U = 32.00, 

z = 0.00, p > .99. 
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Frog Story Narrative Complexity (EINC) 

Furthermore, group differences in narrative complexity for the Frog Story productions, 

as determined by EINC score, were explored. As displayed in Figure 18, the mean per-

formance between pre-and posttest shows an upward trend in the PT tutors. However, 

a Mann-Whitney U test comparing Frog Story narrative complexity scores at posttest 

did not reveal a significant difference between the PT tutors (Mdn = 18.00) and the PP 

tutors (Mdn = 16.50), U = 23.50, z = -0.90, p = .368.  

 

Figure 18.  Tutors’ Pre-Posttest Changes in Frog Story Narrative Complexity (Means and SD).   

Note. All groups were n = 8. Frog Story Narrative complexity was based on generations 

of “Frog, where are you?” (Mayer, 1969). EINC represents composite scores; the maxi-

mum score was 26. Error bars represent standard deviation.  

Self-Developed Story Books – Microstructure at Posttest and Maintenance Probe 

First, at posttest, all microstructural measures derived from the self-developed story 

book were compared between the two tutor groups. For the productivity measures, the 

total number of words (TNW) produced by the Peer Tutoring tutors (PTT 

Mdn = 50.50) was not significantly different from the amount produced by the PP tu-

tors (PPT Mdn = 59.50), U = 23.50, z = -0.89, p = .371; similar to the total number of 
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produced C-units (TNCU: PTP Mdn = 9.00, PPT Mdn = 9.00), U = 30.50, z = -0.16, 

p = .871. The computed measure of lexical diversity, namely, the number of different 

words in lemmas (NDW), also did not differ significantly between the two groups 

(PTP Mdn = 26.00, PPT Mdn = 27.50, U = 26.50, z = -0.58, p = .562). Finally, there 

was no significant difference for mean length of C-unit (MLCU) between the PTT 

(Mdn = 6.11) and the PPT (Mdn = 6.14), U = 24.50, z = -0.79, p = .431. 

As for the maintenance probe, tutors also maintained their performance. No significant 

differences emerged between tutors in the PT and tutors in the PP condition. For the 

productivity measures, the total number of words (TNW) produced by the Peer Tutor-

ing tutors (PTT Mdn = 64.00) was not significantly different from the amount pro-

duced by the PP tutors (PPT Mdn = 57.00), U = 25.50, z = -0.68, p = .495; similar to 

the total number of produced C-units (TNCU: PTP Mdn = 9.50, PPT Mdn = 9.50), 

U = 22.50, z = -1.01, p = .311. The computed measure of lexical diversity, namely, the 

number of different words in lemmas (NDW), also did not differ significantly between 

the two groups (PTP Mdn = 31.50, PPT Mdn = 26.50, U = 17.00, z = -1.59, p = .112). 

Finally, there was no significant difference for mean length of C-unit (MLCU) be-

tween the PTT (Mdn = 6.76) and the PPT (Mdn = 6.35), U = 26.50, z = -0.58, p = .563. 

Self-Developed Story Books – Narrative Complexity at Posttest and Maintenance 

Probe 

Furthermore, group differences in narrative complexity for the narratives collected 

with the self-developed story books at posttest and maintenance probe, as determined 

by EINC score, were explored (see Figure 19). Mann-Whitney U tests comparing nar-

rative complexity scores at posttest did not reveal a significant difference between the 

PT tutors (Mdn = 14.00) and the PP tutors (Mdn = 15.00), U = 25.00, z = -0.75, 

p = .450, similar to the results at maintenance probe, PT tutors (Mdn = 15.50), PP tu-

tors (Mdn = 14.00), U = 18.00, z = -1.50, p = .133.  
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Figure 19.  Self-Developed Story Books: Tutors’ Narrative Complexity Performances at Pretest, 

Posttest, and Maintenance Probe (Means and SD).                                                        

Note. All groups were n = 8. Measures were based on generations on self-developed sto-

ries. EINC represents composite scores; the maximum score was 26. Error bars represent 

standard deviation. 

In summation, study participation did not significantly affect tutors’ narrative perfor-

mance. 
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10 Discussion Study II 

The main research aim of this study was to explore the effects of a clinician-prompted 

peer-assisted storybook intervention on the oral narrative generations of preschool-age 

DLLs, extending the research on peer-assisted learning to the ECEC setting and a DLL 

population. Three-to six-year old DLLs (N = 24) who were exposed to Turkish from 

birth on and who had varying degrees of German input and who were struggling narra-

tors based on an oral picture book story generation in German, were randomly as-

signed to Peer Tutoring (PT), Peer Play (PP), or Control group condition (CG). Chil-

dren in the PT (n = 8) and in the PP condition (n = 8) were then paired up with a tutor 

(n = 16), i.e., a child from the same ECEC institution with advanced oral fictional nar-

rative skills. The effects of 12 sessions of clinician-prompted peer-assisted narrative 

intervention were investigated with respect to immediate and long-term changes in the 

tutees’ narrative performances as well as in the tutors’ narrative performances. 

The first section in this chapter offers an in-depth analysis and discussion of the study 

results, organized by the three research questions (see 10.1). In the second section, the 

limitations of the current exploratory study will be carefully discussed while also 

pointing to considerations for future research (see 10.2). The third section presents a 

general discussion of the findings (see 10.3), while the fourth and final section derives 

theoretical, clinical, and pedagogical implications of both studies presented in this 

work. 

10.1 The Efficacy of a Peer-Assisted Clinician-Prompted Narrative Intervention 

The following paragraphs serve to summarize the main results of each research ques-

tions and discuss the findings based on the current research literature.  

The first research question, To what extent does engaging a peer tutor in a narrative-

based language intervention improve the tutee’s generation of fictional narratives?, 

was explored via three different investigations. First, by assessing post-intervention 

measures of narrative microstructure and narrative complexity (narrative microstruc-

© Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden 2016
U. Licandro, Narrative Skills of Dual Language Learners, Diversität in 
Kommunikation und Sprache / Diversity in Communication and Language, 
DOI 10.1007/978-3-658-14673-3_10
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ture and evaluative language use) in narrations of the familiar69 Frog Story across 

study groups; second, by a generalization probe presenting an additional narrative 

complexity measure at posttest including an unfamiliar story. Third, examples of pre- 

and posttest Frog Story narratives from two children were presented qualitatively. Re-

sults of the three investigations will be discussed in the following sections.  

 Quantitative Changes in Tutee Performance – Patterns of Narrative Growth 10.1.1

Children in the PT condition were repeatedly exposed to stories told by tutors, which 

were likely longer, contained more different lemmas, and had a higher complexity lev-

el (see Tables 13 and 14). In comparison to tutees in the PP and the CG conditions, 

they made marked gains on several of the targeted narrative measures.  

While other measures of narrative performance on the microstructural level were not 

affected, group assignment significantly affected lexical diversity in Frog Story narra-

tives, such that tutees in the PT condition produced more different lemmas than chil-

dren in the control condition. These results fall in line with findings by McGregor 

(2000, study 3), who reported that children draw on each other’s linguistic expressions 

when telling stories, and that children in a peer tutoring narrative intervention, similar 

to the current study—albeit smaller in sample size (2 tutees)—made gains in the num-

ber of different words. Also, Robertson and Ellis Weismer (1997) reported that pre-

school-age children with SLI, who participated in structured play interactions with 

untrained peer models, demonstrated significant gains in the length of their script re-

ports (e.g., answering the questions), the number of different words used, the number 

of play-theme-related acts within their scripts, and the number of linguistic markers 

used.  

The fact that the peer tutoring intervention did not appear to have significant effects on 

other measures of narrative microstructure (see section 9.2.1) may not be surprising, 

because narrative microstructure is mainly driven by expressive lexical knowledge and 

                                              
69

  The Frog Story was familiar to children from one previous encounter (pretest). As the pretest oc-

curred ten weeks earlier, it could not be expected that children would remember much information 

from the story. Still, to be precise and to account for the fact that children had been in contact with 

the story previously, it was deemed a familiar story in the interpretation of the results.  
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syntactic skills (e.g., Gagarina et al., 2012; also see study I), that is, complex areas of 

skill that are unlikely to be facilitated by a short-term intervention approach not specif-

ically designed for targeting those aspects (e.g., Restrepo, Morgan, & Thompson, 

2013). However, in McGregor’s study (2000, study 3), tutees also made gains in the 

number of total words produced and the mean length of utterance. Other intervention 

studies targeting narrative skills in preschool-age children did not even include specif-

ic measures of narrative microstructure (Hayward & Schneider, 2000; Spencer & Slo-

cum, 2010), possibly for the aforementioned reasons.  

Participants in the peer-assisted intervention displayed significant improvements in 

narrative complexity at posttest (see Figure 16). A more detailed analysis of the indi-

vidual elements of the EINC revealed that marked differences between groups 

emerged in multiple areas (see section). This finding could be interpreted as an indica-

tion that a peer-assisted narrative-language based intervention might be especially 

powerful in promoting use of selected cohesive markers (temporal markers) and eval-

uative language, specifically, internal state terms (metacognitive verbs and emotional 

state terms) in this population, all of which can be seen as key indices of later literacy 

skill (Curenton & Justice, 2004; Westby, 1991). While Zevenbergen and colleagues 

(2003) found that US American 4-year-old’s references to internal states of story char-

acters and use of dialogue in a story retelling task increased after a dialogic reading 

intervention involving parents, the current study is the first to provide evidence for an 

increase in evaluative language use through a narrative-based peer tutoring approach 

including DLLs. These changes do not only demonstrate quantitative differences in 

narrative skills, but also qualitative improvements towards cohesive and well-formed 

narratives (also see discussion point 10.1.2).  

Furthermore, the generalization probe at posttest presented an additional narrative 

complexity measure and was collected via an unfamiliar, seven-page-long wordless 

picture book. Even though differences could be detected descriptively (see Figure 17), 

narrative complexity ratings did not differ between study groups. This may seem coun-

terintuitive, as marked differences appeared in Frog Story narrative complexity as-

sessed at posttest, as previously presented. When interpreting this finding, it should 
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first be noted that there was a significant effect for narrative productivity, such that 

Frog Story narratives were on average more than three times as long as narratives pro-

duced in response to the shorter unfamiliar picture book. Three possible explanations 

could account for this finding relating to narrative production, order of assessments, 

and familiarity with the type of material. For one, it may be that due to the shorter 

length and limited complexity of the wordless picture book used in the generalization 

probe that children could not display their full array of narrative skills (e.g., Botting, 

2002). Another reason could lie in the order of assessment, as the Frog Story was col-

lected before the generalization probe. While it was always ensured that children were 

alert through the whole data collection process, the Frog Story can be characterized as 

a rather long and complex picture book and children may have been less motivated to 

tell yet another story afterwards. Finally, albeit the story’s unfamiliarity to all children, 

it resembled the intervention material in design and format, as it was developed with 

the other self-designed stories (see section 8.2). As the children in the PT group were 

familiarized with both the overall design and the procedure from the intervention ses-

sions, it might have hampered their motivation.  

 Qualitative Changes in Tutee Performance – Individual Developmental 10.1.2

Trajectories 

Besides statistically exploring changes in performance, excerpts from Frog Story nar-

ratives exemplify pre- to post-intervention differences between the narrative skills of 

two peer tutoring tutees (one with minimal and one with advanced German skills) and 

illustrate individual developmental trajectories over the time course of the intervention 

(see section 9.2.2). The comparison narratives revealed clear advances in narrative 

structure and language use. Relative to their performances at pretest, both children 

produced longer narratives that were richer in evaluative language, included more and 

sophisticated markers to connect sentences and to add narrative structure and flow to 

the story. Furthermore, the increased inclusion of character discourse painted a more 

vivid verbal picture of their narratives and brought out the characters’ perspectives. On 
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the macrostructural level, the children included more and clearly identifiable story el-

ements at posttest, as also evidenced by a progression on the story structure level chart.  

These findings underline the quantitative advances on the group level and draw a 

clearer picture on the impact of the improvements in narrative complexity and how 

they unfold on the individual level. These narrative improvements, in turn, can be seen 

as advances in early literacy skills also related to school readiness (Curenton, 2010).  

 Long-Term Results of the Intervention Approach 10.1.3

The second research question, To what extent do any improvements in preschoolers’ 

narrative performance maintain following a period of 5 weeks with no intervention?, 

was asked because, when assessing the efficacy or effectiveness70 of an intervention, it 

is important not only to consider the direct results, but also the long-term outcomes. 

Ideally, an intervention is a short-time support that triggers development and continues 

to show effects even after withdrawal (e.g., Johnston, 2007; Paul, 2007). The current 

work explored the long-time effects of the intervention via a maintenance probe.  

The maintenance probe, which was based on an unfamiliar wordless picture book, oc-

curred after a five week no-intervention period following posttest and targeted narra-

tive complexity, as measured by EINC (see Figure 17). Results revealed that PT tu-

tees’ narrative complexity was significantly higher than narrative complexity dis-

played by the Control group. Meanwhile, as tutees assigned to the PP condition also 

made progress, PT and PP comparisons yielded no differences. PP tutees might have 

been familiar with the type of task and material from their biweekly generalization 

probes. 

A point worthy of discussion is the relatively long non-intervention period of 5 weeks, 

considering that the intervention was only conducted for 12 sessions in a 10-week time 

frame. Previous studies used shorter non-intervention periods to assess maintenance of 

narrative performance (e.g., Spencer & Slocum, 2010), while others reported none at 

                                              
70  Efficacy trials target intervention effects under ideal circumstances, while effectiveness trials target 

the effects of an intervention under “real world” conditions (Gartlehner, Hansen, Nissman, Lohr, & 

Carey, 2006). 
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all (e.g., Hayward & Schneider, 2000; McGregor, 2000; Petersen, Thompsen, Gui-

berson, & Spencer, 2016). However, the fact that in the current study the performance 

was maintained over the long period of no-intervention time may suggest that the in-

tervention results were especially robust. This suggestion requires further study.  

Overall, the analysis underlines the importance of including maintenance measures, as 

interventions may have a protracted effect. At posttest, no group differences appeared 

in the generalization probe, while there were clear differences five weeks post-

intervention. However, also note that different (unknown) self-designed picture books 

were used at pretest, posttest, and maintenance probe, other than the Frog Story which 

was held consistent between pretest and posttest. Therefore, story effects cannot be 

excluded.  

 Intervention Effects on Tutors – Maintenance of Performance 10.1.4

The third and final research question, Which effect does the intervention have on chil-

dren serving as the tutors?, was also of great importance, because it took the tutor’s 

perspective into consideration. While it is widely accepted that tutees benefit from 

peer-assisted learning approaches (e.g., Ginsburg-Block et al., 2006), a common con-

cern is that being exposed to the less-skilled models of the tutee may have a negative 

influence on the tutor’s skills (Roscoe & Chi, 2007). Therefore, it should be ensured 

that peer-assisted learning activities do not occur to the detriment of the peers with 

more advanced skills. 

The results of the current study showed that this was not the case. At posttest and at 

the maintenance probe, none of the computed measures of the Frog Story and self-

designed stories targeting microstructural measures (i.e., narrative productivity, lexical 

diversity, and syntactic complexity) differed significantly between the intervention and 

control tutor groups. A similar pattern emerged for narrative complexity (as measured 

by EINC, see Figures 18 and 19). In summary, study participation did not negatively 

affect narrative performance in tutors.  

These results are consistent with previous research. McGregor (2000, study 3) reported 

that in a preliminary study of a clinician-prompted peer-assisted narrative intervention, 
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one of the two tutors showed gains in use of story grammar elements while the other 

maintained their performance level. However, the generalizability of these results is 

limited by the fact that they were based on only two tutoring dyads. On a more general 

note, Mashburn et al. (2009) as well as Justice and colleagues (2011) found that child 

language development in ECEC was particularly affected by peer language skills in 

those children with lower language abilities. Meanwhile, children displaying high lev-

els of language skills seemed fairly impervious to peer effects (e.g., Justice et al., 

2011). Furthermore, previous researchers have pointed out many academic and social 

benefits of serving as a tutor, such as the enhancement of learning (Mastropieri, Spen-

cer, Scruggs, & Talbott, 2000; McMaster et al., 2006; Topping, 2005) as well as im-

provements in social interactions (Ginsburg-Block et al., 2006; Parr & Townsend, 

2002) and self-regulation (Hattie, 2009).  

Taken together, these results suggest that a narrative-based peer-assisted intervention 

will not compromise the language skills of potential tutors. While the current study did 

not observe direct positive effects of study participation, there is evidence that children 

can benefit in a variety of ways from acting as a tutor in peer-assisted learning activi-

ties and that peer tutoring settings have the potential to support learning for both the 

tutees and the tutors (e.g., Cushing & Kennedy, 1997; Hunt et al., 1994; also see Gins-

burg-Block et al., 2006; also see section 7.3).  

10.2 Study Limitations and Considerations for Future Research 

As always, findings should be interpreted within the proper context. As the current 

study was exploratory in nature, there are a number of limitations to be recognized. 

Based on these limitations, as well as further aspects derived from the current litera-

ture, the following sections also point to aspects that future studies may want to ad-

dress.  

Overall, it should be noted that the sample size in this study was small, so that findings 

have to be interpreted as purely exploratory rather than widely generalizable. Because 

of the sample size, the current study mainly applied non-parametric tests (Kruskal-

Wallis H test and Mann-Whitney U test), which use ranked data in their formulae to 

assess significance. As a result, non-parametric approaches are largely unaffected by 
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non-normal distribution, unequal variances, and extreme scores (Pring, 2005), and are 

thus much less sensitive to outliers. However, in comparison to parametric approaches, 

these types of tests are also less powerful to assess between-subject differences, as the 

data ranking process may result in loss of statistical power, so that genuinely existing 

effects may not present themselves. Furthermore, the level of significance was adjust-

ed according to the Bonferroni method when comparing multiple groups posthoc, such 

that the p-value to be exceeded to achieve statistical significance was lowered. While 

decreasing the probability of a type I error, the Bonferroni adjustment has been criti-

cized for, in turn, lowering the power of a test and increasing the likelihood of type II 

errors, risking that real differences may not be detected (Rothman, 1990). Despite 

these limitations and considering the small sample size and the wide variability be-

tween individual children’s performances, the statistical approaches were deemed ap-

propriate for the current study because of the expected occurrence of unequal vari-

ances and extreme scores in the group under study. Nonetheless, statistical limitations 

should always be considered when carefully interpreting study results.  

A further area worthy of discussion concerns the intervention design and areas for fu-

ture studies. Accordingly, the following sections present the discussion relating to the 

materials, the selection of tutors, peer mediation vs. professional mediation in lan-

guage intervention, and the tracking of peer talk and generalization of peer interac-

tions.   

Materials 

Besides the use of the Frog Story, the stories used in the current study were specifical-

ly designed to meet the needs and interests of the participating children (see Appendix 

A for an example story). All stories either displayed children of different cultural 

backgrounds or animal protagonists encountering simple problems and offered oppor-

tunities for the inclusion of all story grammar elements as well as evaluative language 

features. Also, stories were available in different formats (such as in book format as 

well as smaller and bigger card sizes). Children enjoyed looking at the colorful pic-

tures and usually told stories enthusiastically. It should be noted that the self-designed 



185 

 

picture book stories used as generalization probes in posttests I and II were similar in 

style and format to the materials used in the intervention and in the generalization 

probes throughout the intervention time frame. This familiarization could have influ-

enced productivity rates and/or confused children due to lack of direct prompting in 

the collection of generalization probes, as opposed to the intervention. Also, because 

they were limited in length and therefore limited in opportunities for multiple tokens 

of story element types and evaluative language features, the stories may have yielded 

less complex narratives overall. 

Selection of Tutors 

In comparison to the tutees, tutors were all advanced in narrative skill, but also DLLs 

of Turkish and German to facilitate code switching in tutee-tutor interactions. Howev-

er, instances of code switching occurred very rarely during the intervention process. 

While code-switching is seen as a linguistic strength of dual language learning chil-

dren and can frequently occur in preschool-age children (e.g., de Groot, 2011; Meisel, 

1994), its frequency varies as a function of multiple factors, including the child’s lan-

guage dominance, but also the type of language task and the language of elicitation 

and the language environment (Bedore et al., 2006; Lofranco et al., 2006; Peña et al., 

2006). In the current study, code switching could have been inhibited by the fact that 

the examiners were all monolingual German speakers. Furthermore, all interventions 

took place in monolingual German ECEC institutions, that is, settings where young 

children may “feel socially obligated” (Jia & Aaronson 2003, p. 154) to converse in 

the instructional language, so that code switching might have not been facilitated.  

Another aspect of the choice of tutors relates to the need of active participation of 

both—tutee and tutor—in the intervention. As ECEC attendance is not mandatory in 

Germany, several children (tutees and tutors) from the current cohort were taking ex-

tended family holidays, which ultimately led to their exclusion from the study (see 

section 4.1 for further information on study drop out). Other cases that could impact 

the session regularity are sickness (of either of the tutee or tutor) or ECEC absence for 

different reasons. Future studies may want to account for these aspects by creating 

more flexible peer tutoring teams which could, for the time of absence of either tutee 
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or tutor, be paired with other children. Still, maintaining a set peer partner for each 

child may be beneficial, especially for young children. As Pellegrini and colleagues 

(2002) argued, the familiarity resulting from repeated pairings of children may in-

crease emotional investment and “foster cooperation, typically because interactants 

usually reciprocate good turns so as to maximize the benefits associated with their own 

efforts.” (p. 384).  

Finally, while tutors were advanced in narrative production in comparison to their as-

signed tutees, they were still in the process of acquiring German. A tutor more ad-

vanced in the target language might have offered a narrative model richer in lexical 

and syntactic complexity. Future studies may wish to also employ other tutors (for ex-

ample, L1 speakers of the target language).  

Peer Play Group 

The Peer Play group did not make significant gains on any of the narrative measures 

collected via Frog Story. Meanwhile, PT and PP comparisons at posttest and mainte-

nance probe yielded no differences. PP tutees might have benefitted from being famil-

iar with the type of task from their biweekly generalization probes, which included 

narrative material similar in design and extent (see section 8.2). However, other than 

the PT tutees’ performance at maintenance probe, PP tutee’s performance still was not 

different from the CG condition. It is probable that to improve areas of narrative pro-

duction over this relatively short amount of time, a more focused intervention is need-

ed. Future studies may wish to either change the session format of the PP groups or to 

apply a longer intervention period, so that developments can evolve. Another possibil-

ity is that the chosen measures were not sensitive enough to track development. Video 

observations, including tracking the type of peer talk used in the sessions (for an ex-

ample, see Rydland et al., 2014a, 2014b), may be an informative tool to do so. 

Peer Mediation vs. Professional Mediation 

Due to the study’s didactic setting (peer-assisted, clinician prompted), it was impossi-

ble to completely tease apart adult from peer influence when interpreting the results. 

Working with children in the preschool age range, it was important to provide a certain 
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level of adult guidance to keep tutors and tutees on task and to elicit elaborated narra-

tive models from the tutors. Therefore, interactions between the children were likely 

different than unscaffolded peer-to-peer interactions. It should be noted though, that at 

all times, adult mediation and prompting was strictly minimized to a set number of 

four prompts per story and that adults never modeled a complete narrative.  

Other previous studies of narrative intervention chose a professional mediation ap-

proach. For example, Petersen and colleagues (2016) conducted two English language 

individualized narrative intervention sessions on two consecutive days targeting both 

causal subordination and selected story grammar elements with 5-to 9-year-old DLLs 

of Spanish and English, who were either typically developing or had a current diagno-

sis of SLI. The children in the SLI treatment group (n = 9) showed greater post-

intervention use of causal subordination and story grammar elements in an English 

narrative retell task than did the children with SLI in the control group (n = 8), as did 

the typically developing children in the treatment group (n = 33), in comparison to the 

typically developing control group (n = 23). Thus, the intervention yielded a substan-

tial effect in a relatively short time frame (i.e., 50 minutes of intervention per child). 

However, it must be noted that children in the Petersen et al. study were markedly old-

er than children in the current study, that intervention targets were very limited, and 

that no follow-up data were collected to assess long-term results, such that the authors 

concluded “[…] we are uncertain how lasting and generalizable that effect was” (Pe-

tersen et al., 2016, p.16). Still, future studies may wish to further distinguish peer from 

adult influences and experimentally vary levels of professional mediation.  

Tracking of Peer Talk and Generalization of Peer Interaction  

The observational methods in the current study were chosen to measure outcomes in a 

peer-assisted learning processes and were not primarily  

“[…] geared toward capturing the dynamics of the interactive processes between peers in natu-

ral contexts and explicating learning processes and potentials by closely following children’s 

discursive collaboration in situ in a wide range of social and play activities”  

(Cekaite et al., 2014, p. 4).  
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However, selected points will be discussed beyond sheer outcome measures to identify 

areas for future research.  

Although not explicitly targeted in this project, spontaneous observations as well as 

reports from ECEC practitioners showed that tutee-tutor dyads, which mostly consist-

ed of children who, prior to the intervention, usually did not have established relation-

ships, often continued interacting together after the intervention and/or engaged in play 

activities during the ECEC day. Given the fact that children can enhance their lan-

guage abilities through the continued exposure to peers with well-developed language 

skills (Justice et al., 2011; Mashburn et al., 2009; Palermo et al., 2014; Palermo & 

Mikulski, 2014) and play interactions (Robertson & Ellis Weismer, 1997) with strong-

language peers (also see section 7.2), the generalization of fruitful peer interactions 

outside of the peer-assisted intervention is a potential positive side effect. This aspect 

also emerged in previous work on peer-assisted learning in the ECEC environment 

(McGregor, 2000) and should be further examined in future research. 

Also, while the actual amount of peer talk and its direct influences on children’s oral 

language performance was not tallied as part of the current study, future studies may 

choose to include those measures to more closely investigate peer influences on child 

language performance.   

Finally, in the realm of the current research, it was not possible to conduct further 

qualitative and quantitative analyses of peer interaction during the intervention (for 

example, targeting the frequency, the length, and the emotional quality of the intersub-

jective exchange). However, building on the promising results of the current study, 

future research in these areas would add further important insight into the successful 

application of peer learning approaches in ECEC.   

On a different note, the current study did not track children’s narrative performance in 

their other language, Turkish. While, when possible, both languages of a child should 

be supported (e.g., Kohnert, 2010; Kupersmitt et al., 2014; Thordardottir, 2011), other 

studies provided evidence for cross-linguistic transfer of newly acquired macrostruc-

tural story components (e.g., Petersen et al., 2016), and future studies may also want to 

consider this aspect. 
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10.3 Conclusion Study II 

Up until this point, dual language learning has rarely been considered as a factor in 

research on narrative-based language intervention (but see Petersen et al., 2016; Spen-

cer, Kajan, Petersen, & Bilyk, 2014; Spencer, Petersen, Slocum, & McAllen, 2015; 

Spencer & Slocum, 2010), which is concerning, because the number of DLL pre-

schoolers is growing internationally (e.g., Grosjean, 2015). For example, about a third 

of all children in Germany grow up in bilingual contexts and many of them have their 

first systematic and meaningful exposure to German when they enter ECEC at the age 

of three or four (Chilla, Rothweiler, & Babur, 2010). Thus, it is crucial to conduct re-

search that informs clinicians and educational professionals working with young DLLs 

in ECEC environments how to best develop the necessary oral language and early lit-

eracy skills, including narrative skills, to promote literacy and academic success. Fur-

thermore, it is important to examine linguistically and culturally diverse populations 

from backgrounds other than Spanish and English speaking children growing up in the 

United States, since the majority of early literacy and narrative research has concen-

trated on those populations (e.g., Fiestas & Peña, 2004; Hammer et al., 2014; Páez, 

Bock, & Pizzo, 2011). Meanwhile, it should be noted that, as Connor inferred with 

regard to an early literacy intervention, that “one size does not fit all (sic) – it is highly 

unlikely that researchers and practitioners will find the (sic) perfect […] intervention 

that works for all students” (Connor, 2011, p. 269). This principle can be applied to the 

current study. Target children of ECEC language intervention approaches usually 

comprise a heterogeneous group with various needs and a variety of previous language 

and early literacy experiences, and this is especially true for young DLLs (e.g., Ham-

mer et al., 2011). Accordingly, children will likely benefit differently from the pro-

posed intervention approach. Keeping this important point in mind, the following sec-

tions will take a closer look at two topics relevant to the current research, namely ac-

tive ingredients in the intervention as well as the potential benefits of a peer-assisted 

approach when faced with a clinician-client mismatch.  
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Taken together, the presented research reveals that focused peer-assisted support of 

emerging narrative skills can improve children’s narrative performance. Providing 

such support may be a more fruitful approach than solely focusing on practitioner-, 

clinician-, or teacher-directed activities. However, as previously discussed, given that 

the intervention used a complex setting for narrative intervention, it was not possible 

to discern which components of the intervention were most effective. However, the 

combined use of the tutor’s model, clinician prompts, and elicitations (McGregor, 

2000), and the joint narrative construction with the tutor (Licandro & Lüdtke, 2013, 

June)—which led to the child’s multiple hearing and telling of narratives—seemed to 

have an impact on children’s narrative learning. The peer-assisted intervention used 

these techniques throughout the sessions and controlled the application across units, 

activities, and tutoring dyads. This type of setting also could be well included in a mul-

ticomponent intervention targeting early literacy skills and complement other, profes-

sional-led approaches, such as shared story book reading activities, including tech-

niques like print referencing (Justice & Piasta, 2011). Furthermore, a study that ana-

lyzed the effectiveness of intervention approaches for school-aged children with lan-

guage impairments over an academic year reported that children who received SLP 

services with typically-developing peers showed greater gains than their peers receiv-

ing therapy in different settings (Schmitt, 2013).  

On a more general level, it should be considered that peer-assisted intervention can be 

a way to deal with cultural and linguistic clinician-client mismatches or practitioner-

child mismatches (e.g., McGregor, 2000; Pham et al., 2011). These mismatches are 

common due to the shortage of bilingual professionals such as Speech-Language-

Pathologists (SLPs). For example, in the United States, only 5% of SLPs and audiolo-

gists reported that they qualified as a bilingual service provider (ASHA, 2014), while a 

German survey focusing on bilingual services and collaboration revealed that 69.5% of 

SLPs in Germany and 68.5% of SLPs in Austria did not know any bilingual colleagues 

(Schütte & Lüdtke, 2013, p. 52). For professionals who work with children from a va-

riety of language and cultural backgrounds and those who face challenges of cultural 

and linguistic mismatches, it can be beneficial to implement peer-based intervention 
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approaches to facilitate minority language proficiency (Kohnert, 2007). Also, consid-

ering cultural influences on language and narrative production (e.g., Terry et al., 2013; 

Gorman et al., 2011), including peers from same linguistic and cultural backgrounds 

may be a viable way to successfully support children’s cultural and linguistic diversity 

(McGregor, 2000). 

Narratives provide an authentic, valid context for language intervention and can serve 

as a functional language target whereby complex language is introduced, modeled and 

practiced. That is, children can practice targeted language skills while constructing a 

meaningful form of communication that is naturalistic. Meanwhile, Hattie states on the 

school system that “The effects of peers can be considerable, although it is noted how 

infrequently peers are involved in the teaching and learning process” (Hattie, 2009, p. 

104). This is equally true, if not more so, for the ECEC environment. While it is wide-

ly accepted that peer interactions positively influence young children’s emotional, so-

cial, cognitive, and linguistic development, hardly any research has attempted to em-

ploy those peer effects for facilitating learning processes in the ECEC setting.  

To successfully implement peer tutoring activities in ECEC environments, certainly 

more has to be done than “putting children together and hoping for the best“ (Topping, 

2005, p. 632). Pure exposure to advanced language models is not enough for increas-

ing narrative skills; interactive support is a necessary component to provide young 

children not only with external models, but also with prompts and feedback, which 

allows them to gain experience at structuring their narratives (cf., Sénéchal et al., 

2008). However, the inclusion of peers as intervention agents also likely enhances 

children’s engagement in narrative tasks (e.g. section 7.3, also see Nicolopoulou, 

Cortina, Ilgaz, Cates, & de Sá, 2015; Nicololopoulou et al., 2014). Therefore, drawing 

on Nicolopoulou (1996), it is agreed that  

[…] both narrative research and educational practice should treat children’s group life as a developmen-

tal context of prime importance and great potential, and should seek to identify, understand, and facili-

tate those forms of peer-group activity that can most effectively engage children in ways that promote 

their narrative development. 

(p. 375)  

The reported research has demonstrated that a clinician-prompted peer-assisted narra-

tive intervention can provide an emotionally relevant, potent context for supporting 
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selected aspects of young DLLs’ narrative development and thus adds to the current 

literature and further validates the inclusion of peer-assisted learning settings in ECEC 

environments: After the completion of a clinician-prompted peer tutoring intervention, 

DLL children with limited fictional narrative abilities in German demonstrated higher 

levels of lexical diversity as well as narrative complexity as measured by narrative 

macrostructure, cohesive elements, and selected evaluative language features than 

children in control groups. The effect size of r = .06 showed that the intervention had a 

large effect of substantive significance. There was also evidence that narrative gains 

were maintained over time and could generalize an unfamiliar picture book. Important-

ly, tutors were not negatively affected by their study participation. 

Although more research is needed to explore the value of a peer-assisted intervention 

component with larger numbers of children, and to distinguish peer-related from clini-

cian-related effects, the preliminary results of the current study suggest a way to sup-

port selected language components in narrative-based language skills. This project was 

an initial investigation of the feasibility of promoting the generation of fictional narra-

tives in a fairly representative real-life setting (i.e., intervention offered during the 

ECEC day, intervention dyads paired with the input of ECEC practitioners, etc.). The 

data indicated that this treatment effectively promoted changes in the area of narrative 

complexity and evaluative language use in a relatively short intervention period (12 

sessions over the time course of 10 weeks). To reach the goal of successful inclusion 

of all children in mainstream ECEC and school classrooms, peer-assisted learning 

should be further investigated. 
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11 Overall Discussion – Towards a Multi-Faceted Understanding and 

Enhancement of DLL’s Emerging Narrative Skills 

The two presented studies make several contributions. First, they document and ana-

lyze emerging narrative language skills in preschool-age DLL children on the basis of 

a broad range of narrative components, namely, narrative microstructure, macrostruc-

ture, evaluative language use, as well as the speech production process. Second, they 

give insight into interdependencies between indices of narrative language, standard-

ized assessments, and the home language environment. Third, they suggest that a 

short-term clinician-prompted, peer-assisted approach is not only feasible for applica-

tion in an ECEC setting, but can also successfully support emerging narrative skills 

while not being detrimental to tutors’ narrative skills. The success of this exploratory 

project highlights key components that can be applied to future peer-assisted interven-

tion studies in the ECEC environment. While future studies addressing study limita-

tions are needed to confirm findings and replication is needed to generalize these ini-

tial findings to other participant groups, important implications can still be drawn to 

inform researchers and practitioners on the theoretical, clinical, and educational level, 

as discussed in the final upcoming sections.  

Theoretical Implications 

Moving beyond isolated utterances, preschool narrative analysis provides insight into 

complex, socio-emotionally and academically valid aspects of language development 

(e.g., Justice et al., 2010; Norbury et al., 2014, also see chapter 2). The current study 

included participants from an understudied population and thus provides an important 

addition to the current literature, because there is an obvious need to diversify research 

on young DLLs, specifically the languages and cultures under study (e.g., Paradis & 

Kirova, 2014). To date, the vast majority of research in the area of DLLs’ early lan-

guage and literacy development includes children who are learning English as a sec-

ond language, accounting for 84% of published research between the years of 2000 

and 2011 (Hammer et al., 2014). In contrast to the relative wealth of research on pre-

school-aged DLLs of Spanish and English growing up in the United States (e.g., Be-
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dore et al., 2006, 2008, 2010; Lucero, 2015; Montanari, 2004; Petersen et al., 2016; 

Resendiz et al., 2014; Rojas & Iglesias, 2006; Squires et al., 2014; Uccelli & Páez, 

2007), there is a paucity of studies investigating narrative skills in children from di-

verse first-language and cultural backgrounds (see sections 3.4 and 3.5). Including 

these populations is crucial in identifying aspects of DLLs’ development that are not 

only common across languages and populations, but also in discerning aspects that are 

different (Hammer et al., 2011).  

Ultimately, the current studies generated data regarding the underlying principles of 

the construction of new representations to support new complexities in narrative dis-

course to refine current models of language and early literacy learning in DLLs. Con-

ducting these studies in the preschool-age allows for the exploration of the variety of 

developmental trajectories even before children begin receiving formal instruction in 

reading and language in school and also promotes the identification of risk and resili-

ency factors in early dual language and literacy development. Also, the current work 

provides valuable information regarding the patterns of various elements in fictional 

narratives of DLLs and thus has broader application to theories about the ways in 

which narrative ability develops.  

Another specific contribution of this work is the refinement of a theoretical relational 

conceptualization of the processes underlying peer-assisted language-based learning 

approaches in ECEC (see section 7.3.2), which are posited to have facilitative socio-

emotional potential for children’s language and early literacy learning. In particular, 

these explications provide indirect support for experiential accounts that acknowledge 

the role of emotionally relevant, dyadic exchanges in the context of peer interactions 

(e.g., Licandro & Lüdtke, 2012).   

Clinical Implications 

The over- and underdiagnosis of language impairments in DLL children continues to 

be a widespread problem (e.g., Kohnert, 2010). It is not only crucial to identify mark-

ers of language impairment for different languages (e.g., Leonard, 2014), but also to 

explore developmental pathways associated with successful dual language and literacy 
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achievement to complement the knowledge base that serves to develop methods in 

helping clinicians distinguish typical DLL variations from differences due to impair-

ment (Gillam et al., 2013; Paradis et al., 2013). Internationally, it is agreed that narra-

tive analysis should be an essential part of SLPs’ assessment, monitoring, and inter-

vention processes, especially when working with DLLs (e.g., Bedore et al., 2010; Fies-

tas & Peña, 2004; Gagarina et al., 2015; Gutiérrez-Clellen, 2002; Johnston, 2008; 

Laing & Kamhi, 2003; Peña, et al., 2014; Rhodes et al., 2005; Terry et al., 2013; 

Westerveld & Gillon, 2010). However, developmental language data of DLLs, needed 

to determine valid criteria for the mastery of specific linguistic forms and narrative 

structure, are still sparse, especially for DLLs from linguistic and cultural backgrounds 

other than Spanish and English.  

In this capacity, the descriptive-developmental indicators on narrative skills in DLLs 

produced in the current work as well as the exploration of relations between DLLs’ 

language and cognitive skills, the home language environment, and oral narrative per-

formances, can contribute to define expectations of young DLLs’ narrative perfor-

mance. These expectations can translate to documenting and assessing narrative de-

velopment, identifying possible language delays, selecting appropriate intervention 

goals, and designing and delivering prevention and intervention models. For example, 

data from Study I underlined the unique relations between children’s expressive lan-

guage and narrative skills. Therefore, supporting children’s (L2) expressive language 

skills (e.g., vocabulary skills) may also promote the expression of narrative complexi-

ty. Correspondingly, interventions addressing narrative macrostructure may lead to 

concurrent vocabulary growth (also see Heilmann, Miller, Nockerts, & Dunaway, 

2010).  

Furthermore, Study II complements the knowledge base on including peer models in 

language intervention by providing further evidence that skills that underpin narrative 

expression are trainable in DLL children aged 3 to 6 years and that including advanced 

language peers in the intervention process is not only feasible, but likely beneficial. 

While this approach has previously been identified as a promising feature in language 

intervention for school-aged children (e.g., McMaster et al., 2006; Schmitt, 2013), data 
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on peer-assisted language intervention in the ECEC context are still sparse, such that 

the extension to preschool-age children is a unique feature of the current work.  

Educational Implications 

In the early years of a child’s schooling, being a successful oral narrator not only en-

tails sustaining conversations in informal social contexts, but also having the ability to 

linguistically adapt to formal instructive contexts, which can be seen as an educational 

prerequisite. Although typical developmental patterns have been found across chil-

dren, there is huge variability in the emerging narrative skills of preschoolers. While 

some children entering primary school may be prepared for everyday conversation 

with peers and adults, they may not be equipped with pre-existing competence at un-

derstanding and producing the type of narrative structure that is appreciated and re-

quired in academic settings. This mainly concerns children from families with social 

risks (e.g., Gathercole et al., 2015; Peterson, 1994), where engagement in relevant 

communicative experiences occurs less frequently. This, in turn, may manifest itself in 

future difficulties in adapting to various linguistic requirements and thus could lead to 

disadvantages for socio-emotional and academic achievement. Young DLLs, who of-

ten rely on the ECEC environment to provide them with these skills, are also often at a 

disadvantage. The enhancement of children’s opportunities for the active appropriation 

of (L2) language skills should therefore be a main concern of ECEC institutions, while 

the continued support of L1 language and literacy skills should also be encouraged in 

educational and home environments (e.g., Kohnert, 2010; Kupersmitt et al., 2014; 

Thordardottir, 2011). From a broader perspective, documenting and supporting the 

communicative development of DLLs is a crucial part of the professional activities in 

ECEC institutions. Especially in the present circumstances, it is crucial for all educa-

tors to be knowledgeable about the process of dual language acquisition and the effect 

of dual language learning on early literacy skills, such as in the area of narrative (e.g., 

Hammer et al., 2014; Paéz et al., 2011; Tabors & Snow, 2002).  

As narratives provide an authentic context for high-quality language and literacy in-

struction in the ECEC environment, another area explored in the current work was the 
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successful support of emerging narrative skills in DLLs. It has been well established 

that socio-emotionally relevant peer interactions contribute to children’s language de-

velopment (e.g, Cekaite & Björk-Willén, 2013; Henry & Rickman, 2007; Justice et al., 

2011; Mashburn et al., 2009; Palermo et al., 2014; Palermo & Mikulski, 2014), which 

strengthens educational policies on the importance of facilitating children’s interac-

tions and peer-to-peer conversations in ECEC. While adults may not always be availa-

ble to listen to children’s everyday stories in pedagogical and educational contexts, 

peers are readily available and also scaffold their equal-status partners’ linguistic con-

structions (Cekaite & Björk-Willén, 2013; Long, et al., 2004). The results of Study II 

contribute to our knowledge that carefully planned and implemented peer-assisted in-

tervention approaches in ECEC can offer a valid contribution to children’s learning.  

Conclusion 

The rising number of children, adolescents, and adults growing up with and operating 

in different languages in their daily life makes the consideration of DLLs' language 

acquisition, use, and the successful support thereof an obligatory field of 21st century 

educational and clinical practice, as well as research. One of the most pressing issues 

in educational and clinical settings is how to adequately address the language needs of 

DLLs in order to equip them with the skills needed to excel in school. Gaining better 

insight into DLLs’ narrative skills in conjunction with other child skills and language 

socialization patterns, as well as the successful support of narrative skills, can ulti-

mately positively influence clinical services and language education. The two present-

ed studies uniquely add to the literature by focusing on the fictional narrative skills of 

young DLL children as well as exploring the effects of promoting these early narrative 

skills via a peer-assisted narrative-based language intervention. As a result, the pre-

sented data may help to inform linguistic expectations, developmentally appropriate 

language goals, and support strategies to promote narrative language features in DLL 

preschoolers. Furthermore, the current work hopefully provides inspiration to the de-

velopment of expanded programmatic options including peer-assisted learning activi-

ties in the ECEC environment to create engaging and successful language learning 

opportunities for all children. 
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C Narrative Scoring Sheet Including Scoring Example 

Transcript: Frog Story_XXX 

Date: Scored by:  

 Examples Child utterance Points  

Character Junge, Hund (boy, dog) Hund, Junge (dog, boy) 1 

Setting Bett, zu Hause, Zimmer, Nacht, schlafen, 

dunkel, Frosch im Glas (bed, at home, 

room, at night, sleep*ing, dark, frog in a 

jar) 

Der schläft. (He is sleeping.) 1 

Initiating Event  

 

Frosch hüpft aus dem Fenster/ wo 

ist/weg (frog jumps/climbs out/ where is/ 

gone)  

Und der geht aus dem Glas. 

(And he goes out of the jar.) 

2 

Action/ Attempt  suchen/ rufen/gucken (search/call/look) Und der guckt wo der Frosch 

geblieben ist. (And he looks 

where the frog went.) 

2 

Complication  runterfallen/ andere Tiere/ Frosch ist 

nicht da (fall down/ other animals/ frog is 

not there) 

Und dann fallen die in Wasser. 

(And then they fall into water.) 

1 

Consequence  Frosch gefunden/ Frosch ist bei Familie/ 

zusammen spielen/ Junge nimmt Frosch 

mit nach Hause (found frog/ frog is with 

family/ play together/ boy takes frog 

home) 

Jetzt haben sie die Frosch ge-

funden! (Now they found the 

frog!) 

1 

Additive markers/ 

conjunctions 

und (and) und (and) 1 

Temporal mark-

ers/ conjunctions 

dann, und+dann, jetzt, gleich, vorher, 

später (then, and+then, now, soon, befo-

re, later) 

und dann, jetzt, danach 

(and then, now, after that) 

2 

Causal adverbial 

clauses/ conjunc-

tions 

weil, deshalb, so dass (because, since, so 

that, therefore, as a result, consequently, 

thus, hence) 

_ 0 

Knowledge of 

dialogue  

 Und der sagt „da ist was“. 

(And he says, “there is some-

thing”.)  

1 

Story structure 

levels  
  2 

Modifiers (adjec-

tives/ adverbs) 

klein, schön, ganz (small, pretty, very) ganz, groß (very, big) 1 

Expressions of 

intent 

 Und der Hund möchte die Bie-

nen fressen. (And the dog wants 

to eat the bees.) 

1 

Metacognitive 

verbs  

wünschen, denken, wissen (wish, think, 

know) 

_ 0 

Emotional state 

terms  

froh, sauer (happy, upset) böse (angry/upset) 1 

Physical state 

terms  

müde, krank (tired, sick) _ 0 

Overall points 17 
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D Clinicial Feedback and Prompts Use in the PT Intervention 

Both tutees and tutors received feedback on their narrative productions. Procedures 

were modelled after McGregor (2000). Feedback on use of story elements was provid-

ed via requests and expansions. For example, if the tutor began a story by saying “She 

was at home,” the clinician said either, “who was at home?” or “yes, the girl was at 

home” in order to remind the child to make reference to the main character(s) of the 

story. In another example, if the child said, “She got a balloon. The bird broke the bal-

loon,” the clinician said, “Right, she got a balloon and then a bird broke the balloon” 

to model the use of a cohesive element. 

Thus, clinician scaffolds were always embedded in the child’s previous utterance and 

story elements were prompted only as opportunities arose within the stories. To con-

trol for feedback, a maximum number of four clinician prompts/feedback was applied 

per narrative.  
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E Supplementary Analyses 

Table E.1 Pretest Comparison of EINC Elements among Tutees (Chi-Square Test of Independence)  

Variable Group Points assigned p 

  0 1 2  

 

Additive markers/            

conjunctions
 

CG 

PT 

PP 

3 

2 

0 

5 

6 

8 

 

__ 

 

.180 

 

Temporal markers/          

conjunctions
 

CG 

PT 

PP 

4 

3 

4 

3 

3 

1 

1 

1 

3 

 

.822 

 

Causal adverbial clauses/ 

conjunctions
 

CG 

PT 

PP 

8 

8 

8 

0 

0 

0 

 

__ 

 

1.00 

 

Knowledge of dialogue 
CG 

PT 

PP 

6 

8 

4 

2 

0 

4 

 

__ 

 

.098 

 

Modifiers
 CG 

PT 

PP 

1 

1 

0 

7 

7 

8 

 

__ 

 

.568 

 

Expressions of intent 
CG 

PT 

PP 

6 

8 

4 

2 

0 

4 

 

__ 

 

.704 

 

Metacognitive verbs 
CG 

PT 

PP 

8 

7 

7 

0 

1 

1 

 

__ 

 

.568 

 

Emotional state terms 
CG 

PT 

PP 

8 

7 

7 

0 

1 

1 

 

__ 

 

.568 

 

Physical state terms 
CG 

PT 

PP 

8 

6 

8 

0 

2 

0 

 

__ 

 

.091 
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Regression Analysis Story Grammar 

To complement the regression analysis in Study I, the current analysis examined the 

amount of variance the three variables age in months, expressive language, and non-

verbal intelligence would account for in the story grammar score i.e., the sum of used 

story grammar elements (independent variable, see table E.2).  

When computed by multiple regression, the model was statistically significant: 

F(3, 46) = 12.85, p < .01, R
2 

= .46, R
2

Adj = .42. The three independent variables ac-

counted for 45.6% of variance in the expression of narrative story grammar.  

Table E.2 1 Summary of Regression Analyses for Variables Predicting Story Grammar 

  Univariate analysis 

Factor B SE B ß 

Age 0.26 0.06 .54
**

 

Expressive language
a 0.12 0.03 .51

** 

Nonverbal intelligence 0.33 0.12 .38
** 

 Multivariate analysis 

Factor B  SE B  ß 

Age 0.13 0.06 .27 

Expressive language
a 0.09 0.03 .39

**
 

Nonverbal intelligence 0.25 0.10 .28
* 

Note. N = 51.
 
Expressive language is a sum based on LiSe-DaZ expressive subtests (Schulz & Tra-

cy, 2011); nonverbal intelligence is based on Raven Coloured Progressive Matrices (CPM) (Raven, 

1995). Provided data are raw scores. Reported are Spearman’s correlation coefficients (two-tailed). 
a 
n = 50.

 

*
p < .05. 

**
p < .01.
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