
IMPROVING STORY NARRATIVES OF 
CHILDREN FROM DIFFERENT CULTURES

HOW IMPORTANT ARE NARRATIVES?

• We ask children to tell us about events, retell stories, 
write about events in their journals, and answer 
questions about stories.

• We analyze and judge the grammar and content of 
their stories, the order of events, the semantic 
complexity, and the narrative elements. 

NARRATIVE ELEMENTS THAT ARE 
COMMON TO MOST CULTURES

Narrative Element Definition
Example (3  Billy Goats 

Gruff)

Initiating Event

The incident which introduces the central 
conflict in a story;

The goats were hungry and wanted to eat    
The grassy knoll was on the other side of the 
bridge

Attempt
The protagonist’s attempt to solve the 
problem.

They went to cross the bridge.

Consequence

The results of the

attempt (i.e. whether or not the goal was 
attained).

The troll threatened to eat them .

Resolution

Whether or not the super-ordinate problem 
was resolved.

Tricked the troll into waiting for a bigger 
feast.

Setting
The physical or temporal context of the 
story.

The grassy knoll and the bridge.



NARRATIVE ELEMENTS THAT ARE 
SPECIFIC TO SPANISH AND ENGLISH

Narrative Element Definition
Example (3  Billy Goats 

Gruff)

Internal Response
An emotional response to the

initiating event

The goat was scared of the troll.  The troll 
was mad and hungry.

Discourse Markers
A word or phrase that does not change the 

meaning of the sentence.
"well," "now," "then," "you know"

Embedded stories
Flashbacks and other editing cues that may impact 

the viewing experience.
If the goats parents had been eaten by the 

troll.  

Causal Relations:
The relationship between an event (the cause) and 

a second event (the effect).
The troll allowed the smaller goat to pass 
because he was offered a bigger brother.  

Causal Chain
A series of causal events that lead from beginning 

to end.
The troll became progressively more 

hungry and demanding.

Protagonist 
Identification

Identification of

the main protagonist in the story within the first 
scene of the program.

Once upon a time there were 3 Billy 
Goats Gruff…

CAN CULTURE AFFECT NARRATIVE 
PRODUCTION?

• A child’s culture and life experiences have taught him 
a different narrative script. 

• How do we decide if missing elements are due to an 
impairment or cultural difference?  

NARRATIVE ELEMENTS

• Initiating Event

• The incident which introduces the central conflict in a story

• Example:

• Mom said it was time to live on their own. And “be careful of the big bad 

wolf.”
Expected in Most Cultures

NARRATIVE ELEMENTS

• Attempt

• The protagonist’s attempt to solve the related goal.

• Example

• The 3 pigs attempted to build houses.

Expected in Most Cultures



NARRATIVE ELEMENTS

• Consequence

• The results of the attempt (i.e. whether or not the goal was attained).

• Example:

• The houses were built and the wolf blew down the poorly built houses. 
He could not blow down the well built house.

Expected in Most Cultures

NARRATIVE ELEMENTS

• Resolution

• Whether or not the super-ordinate goal was resolved.

• Example:

• A houses strength/value was proportionate to the effort put into 
building it.

Expected in Most Cultures

NARRATIVE ELEMENTS

• Setting

• The physical or temporal context of the story.

• Example:

• The country.

Expected in Most Cultures



NARRATIVE ELEMENTS

• Internal Response

• Emotional response to the initiating event is present.

• Example:

• The pigs were scared at the prospect of having to leave home.

!
Culturally Specific

NARRATIVE ELEMENTS

• Discourse Markers

• A word or phrase that does not change the meaning of the sentence.

• Example:

• “Once upon a time…"

!
Culturally Specific

NARRATIVE ELEMENTS

• Embedded stories

• Flashbacks and other editing cues that may impact the viewing 
experience.

• Example:

• If the pigs had built their houses based on something that had 
happened to their father.

!
Culturally Specific

“They’re 40 years old!”

NARRATIVE ELEMENTS

• Causal Relations

• The relationship between an event (the cause) and a second event (the 
effect).

• Example:

• The wolf blew the straw house down so the pig ran as fast as he could 
to his brother’s house.

!
Culturally Specific



NARRATIVE ELEMENTS

• Causal Chain

• Whether or not the event is part of the chain that leads from beginning 
to end.

• Example:

• Story progressed from the straw house, then the stick house, and finally 
the brick house.

!
Culturally Specific

NARRATIVE ELEMENTS

• Protagonist Identification

• Whether or not the main protagonist in the story is identified within 
the first scene.

• Example:

• Once upon a time there were 3 little pigs…

!
Culturally Specific

NARRATIVE 
DIFFERENCES

HOW NARRATIVES VARY 
ACROSS CULTURES

HOW DOES NARRATIVE 
DEVELOPMENT CHANGE AS A CHILD 
GETS OLDER?

• Simple to Complex

• Egocentric to conscious of others’ thoughts

• Present tense to past tense



HOW CAN DIFFERENCES IN 
NARRATIVE ABILITY AFFECT 
ACADEMIC PERFORMANCE?

• When personal knowledge differs from mainstream 

expectations, discourse, story recounts, and story telling 
will not match mainstream standards.

• Children from Spanish-speaking cultures continue to 

perform worse than other children on national indicators 
of achievement.

Gutierrez-Clellen, 2002

IS HOW WE ASK CHILDREN TO TELL A 
STORY DIFFERENT THAN HOW THEIR 
PARENTS ASK?

• Metzi (2000) found differences in the way Spanish-speaking 

and English-speaking mothers elicited stories.

• Different aspects of narratives were emphasized by Spanish 
and English-speaking mothers

• English-speaking mothers emphasized organizational aspects

• Spanish-speaking mothers emphasized conversational aspects

• Narratives vary by cultural demands.

WHO 
WHAT 
WHEN 
WHERE



YOU HAVE A VERY SPECIFIC 
POWER

• You have a power, to represent the children in the literature 

you are using.

• To show them that their culture has value.

• That their parents history and sacrifice has value

• That their second-language is a powerful asset, not 
something to be embarrassed about.

• You have the power to portray THEM in reading.



The truth is that the number of 
languages a child speaks does not 

contribute to  communication 
deficits.  What is important is the 
complexity of the language that is 

being used.  


