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Narrative
competence

 The ability to produce a coherent sequence of temporally and 
causally related events organized around the main theme (Aksu-
Koç & Aktan-Erciyes 2018)

 Top-down knowledge: the overall organization of the story = 
story coherence

 Bottom-up knowledge: the use of appropriate lexemes, 
morphosyntactic structures and cohesive devices

 The conceptual representations are activated in the process of 
selecting the appropriate linguistic structures (see Kupersmitt & 
Armon-Loten, 2019)



Microstructure & 
Macrostructure

 Microstructure → vocabulary, syntactic complexity, 
connectives, referential choice, the amount of fluency, etc.
 Macrostructure → the overall organization of the story

 Maintaining the coherent macrostructure is a demanding
task, especially for children



Macrostructure

 Multilingual Assessment Instrument for Narratives → Language 
Impairment Testing in Multilingual Settings (Gagarina et al., 2012; 
Gagarina et al., 2019)

• Only narratives with a clear goal, attempt and outcome (G-A-O)
sequence are complete episodes (Westby, 2005)

Setting IS as Initiating Event   Goal Attempt Outcome IS as Reaction

Episodic complexity

Story structure

Story complexity



Development of 
story structure

 Children are capable to respond to a fictional storytelling task 
at the age of 3 or 4 (Peterson & McCabe, 1983; Berman & Slobin, 1994)

 Descriptive sequences → no causal or temporal relationship

 Around the age of 4 → reactive sequences, but no goal-based
episodes (Stein & Albro, 1997)

 From the age of 5 onwards → complex episodic organization 
with causal connection (Bohnacker, 2016)

Changes in the macrostructure confirmed from 5 to 7 years (e.g., 
Berman & Slobin, 1994; Bohnacker, 2016; Lindgren, 2018).

Opposite results (Blom & Boerma, 2016; Lindgren, 2019).



Development of 
episodic 
complexity

 No improvements in episodic complexity from 4 to 7 years 
(Bohnacker, 2016; Lindgren, 2018, 2019)

 Even typical adult speakers had difficulties producing goals, 
leading to lower number of G-A-O’s (Gagarina et al., 2019)

 Evaluation of story structure that includes the most stable 
components (not affected by type of episode or story), namely 
internal states as an initiating event (IE-A-O sequence)



Previous
research

 No studies on episodic complexity (G-A-O sequences) including
older children

 No direct comparison of children and adults in expressing both 
G-A-O and IE-A-O sequences

 General lack of studies on the development of narrative
macrostructrure in other languages, e.g. Croatian



Aim & 
Questions

 To investigate the role of episodic complexity in the 
narratives of monolingual Croatian children and adults
 A. G-A-O
 B. IE-A-O 

 Whether preschool children differ from school children 
and in expressing episodic complexity?

 Whether both groups of children differ from adults in 
expressing episodic complexity?



Hypotheses

 H1: School children will produce more G-A-O episodes than preschool
children.

 H2: Adults will produce more G-A-O episodes than preschool and
school children.

 H3: School children will produce more IE-A-O episodes than preschool
children.

 H4: Adults will produce more IE-A-O episodes than preschool and
school children.



Participants

Preschool 
children
(n=45)

age range 5;4 to 6;11 M=6;3 SD=.48

School
children 
(n=45)

age range 7;10 to 9;0 M=8;4 SD=.31

Adults
(n=45)

age >20 M=24;7 SD=2.71



Participants

 All monolingual native speakers of Croatian

 Children showed no evidence of learning disabilities, language 
delays or other behavioural or psychiatric disorders: average or 
above-average results on the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test
(Dunn et al., 2010) and the Test for the Reception of Grammar (Bishop et 
al., 2013)

 The adults showed no evidence of learning disabilities, 
language delays or other behavioural or psychiatric disorders -
all had completed at least high school and came from small 
towns and villages all over Croatia

 Participants or their parents signed written informed consent



Material

• Participants have been tested with the Multilingual Assessment 
Instrument for Narratives (Gagarina et al., 2012; Gagarina et al. 2019), adapted 
for Croatian (Hržica & Kuvač Kraljević, 2012)

• Two sets of stimuli were used: Baby Goats and Baby Birds

• The two stories were designed to feature similar cognitive and 
linguistic complexity and show similar onset, development and 
conclusion 

• Every story consists of three episodes



Procedure

• All participants were tested individually in a quiet area

• Picture material was presented according to the computer 
presentation model of MAIN. Each participant was asked to 
select a story from the first screen, which showed four 
differently coloured squares

• The participant clicked on his or her choice of square, which 
initiated a Microsoft PowerPoint® presentation

• In reality, the selection process was simulated: the examiner had 
preselected the story

• First, the participant viewed the entire set of six pictures in the 
middle of the screen, after which he or she pressed a key on the 
keyboard to reveal each pair of pictures



Procedure

 All sessions were audio recorded

 Narratives were transcribed using the Codes for Human Analysis 
of Transcripts and the Computerised Language Analysis 
programme, both parts of the Child Language Data Exchange 
System (MacWhinney, 2000)

 For each participant, the MAIN story structure form was filled

 Using the story structure form, G-A-O and IE-A-O sequences
were extracted



Results

G-A-O sequences

Kruskal-Wallis test provided strong evidence of a difference 
(p < .05) between at least one pair of groups.

Dunn’s pairwise test:

Preschool children
M=.195, SD=.459

School children
(M=.54, SD=.734)

Adults
(M=.43, SD=.746)

p <.05

Preschool children
M=.195, SD=.459

School children
(M=.54, SD=.734)

Adults
(M=.43, SD=.746) Not significant

Not significant



Results

IE-A-O sequences

Kruskal-Wallis test provided strong evidence of a difference 
(p < .001) between at least one pair of groups.

Dunn’s pairwise test:

Preschool children
(M=.073, SD=.264)

School children
(M=.45, SD=.734)

Adults
(M=1.667, SD=1.155)

p < .001

Preschool children
(M=.073, SD=.264) p < .001

School children
(M=.45, SD=.734)

Adults
(M=1.667, SD=1.155) p < .001



Discussion

This study aimed to explore the role of episodic complexity in 
narratives of monolingual Croatian children and adults

 A. G-A-O

 B. IE-A-O 

We wanted to find out whether preschool children differ 
from school children and weather children differ from adults
in expressing episodic complexity.



Discussion

 A. G-A-O

- Previous reseach:
- younger children rarely express the goal of an episode
- studies did not show a difference between younger and older 

children in the number of goals per episode (Bohnacker, 2016; Lindgren, 
2018, 2019)

- the study with the story "Frog, where are you?" showed an 
increase in the use of GOAL -ATTEMPT- OUTCOME 
sequences between ages 3 and 5 and ages 5 and 9 (Soodla & Kikas, 
2010)

- Our study showed that older children outperformed 
younger children in the number of GOAL -ATTEMPT-
OUTCOME sequences.



Discussion

 B. IE-A-O

Previous research: 
- adults produce goals only about 50% or 35% of the time, 

depending on the episode (Gagarina at al., 2019)

- initiating events, attempts and outcomes were the most 
stable components of story structure (Gagarina at al., 2019)

- Our study showed that IE-A-O sequences discriminated 
better between the three age groups of participants than G-
A-O structures



Conclusion

 To conclude, IE-A-O sequences are more frequent, and their 
number increases with age in comparison to G-A-O 
sequence.

 To be answered: why adults do not specify goals when 
telling a story?

 It might be relevant to evaluate story complexity by 
exploring (also) IE-A-O sequences.
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