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Abstract
Background: development of oral narrative. Aim: to verify narrative and pause duration, number of words
and interlocutor’s interventions in the oral narratives of children with typical development. Method: this
study involved 31 subjects divided into four groups according to age: GI (3:1 to 4:0 years), GII (4:1 to 5:0
years), GIII (5:1 to 6:0 years) and GIV (6:1 to 7:0 years). Samples of spontaneous narrative and narrative
based on a book without words were video recorded, transcribed and statistically analyzed using the
Fisher's exact test (nonparametric) and the linear regression model with mixed effects. Results: the results
of pause duration, narrative duration and number of words were significantly higher for the narrative
samples produced using a book than those obtained in the spontaneous narratives (p-value < 0.01).
Regarding the number of interventions, a correlation (p-value = 0.03) between age and number of
interventions was observed for the book context. It was observed that the number of interventions
decrease with age. Conclusion: children presented longer narratives in the book context. However, no
significant differences were observed between the age groups. The results of the study also suggest that the
interlocutor’s interventions become less necessary with the aging process.
Key Words: Child Development; Child Language; Narration; Speech-Language Pathology.

Resumo
Tema: desenvolvimento da narrativa oral. Objetivo: verificar o tempo de narrativa e de pausa, o número
de palavras e de intervenções do interlocutor em narrativas orais de crianças com desenvolvimento
típico. Método: participaram do estudo 31 crianças divididas em quatro grupos etários: GI (3:1 a 4:0
anos), GII (4:1 a 5:0 anos), GIII (5:1 a 6:0 anos) e GIV (6:1 a 7:0 anos).  Amostras de narrativa espontânea
e narrativa com livro sem palavras foram coletadas em vídeo, transcritas e analisadas estatisticamente
por meio de teste exato de Fisher (não-paramétrico) e modelo de regressão linear com efeitos mistos.
Resultados: os valores de tempo de pausa, tempo de narrativa, e o número de palavras no contexto de
livro foram significativamente maiores em relação à narrativa espontânea (p-valor < 0,01). Quanto ao
número de intervenções, houve correlação (p-valor = 0,03) entre idade e intervenção no contexto de
livro com diminuição da intervenção na media que aumentou a idade. Conclusão: as crianças apresentaram
uma narrativa mais extensa no contexto de relato com livro sem palavras em relação ao contexto de
narrativa espontânea, porém, sem diferenças significativas entre as idades. O estudo permitiu ainda
concluir que a participação do interlocutor faz-se menos necessária conforme aumenta a idade do narrador.
Palavras-Chave: Desenvolvimento Infantil; Linguagem Infantil; Narrativa; Fonoaudiologia.
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Introduction

During the language development, the child will
understand the semantic, phonological,
morphosyntactic and pragmatic rules, including oral
narrative to argue, justify and explain (1, 2, 3). The
study of narrative is important for the insertion of the
child into the familiar, educational and social contexts
(1,2,4,5). A complex network of cognitive and linguistic
factors is thought to exist to structure, process,
understand and share individual experiences and
events interrelated by logical and chronological
relationships (6,7,8,9,10,11).

By the second year of life, children begin to explore
the narrative of their own experiences by evoking past
events and talking about them. In this phase, children
do not have all cognitive and linguistic elements to
organise the narrative structure and therefore they
depend on the interlocutor's intervention in order to
contextualise and order the events so that text
coherence and cohesion can be achieved
(1,2,4,11,12,13,14,15).

By the third year of life, the typically developing
children obtain their narrative modelling from the adults
(11,16). By the age of 3-4 years, storytelling includes a
greater number of sentences concatenated with some
narrative markers (11, 12). In the fictitious narrative,
one can observe the presence of secondary elements
and insertion of non-true facts, although adults can
sporadically intervene in the child's narrative regarding
speech coherence and cohesion (9,11,17).

Between 4:1 and 6 years old, acquisition of
narrative text structure is complete (1, 11, 12) and the
children tell coherently known narratives and personal
reports and create their own stories in details.
Contextualising the interlocutor in terms of player,
actions, place and moment in which the facts take
place, when they are telling stories with visual support,
can add intermediate and non-visible relations (11, 12,
15). With increase in age and school level as well as
cognitive maturation and linguistic development, the
child becomes familiarised with the complex narrative
structure and consequently the frequency of breaks
(pauses and interjections) is decreased, which makes
the narrative more complex and elaborated (4, 18, 19).
Children at school age are expected to understand
their teacher's explanations, tell and re-tell stories, and
interpret them (14, 20).

Some authors (4) consider that it is important to
produce and understand oral narratives for the child's
academic success and socio-emotional well-being. In
reviewing the national and international literature, no
study was found on narrative time, pause time and
number of words and adult interventions during
personal storytelling and with visual support.

Therefore, the objective of the study was to
verify narrative time, pause time, number of words
and interlocutor's interventions in oral narratives of
pre-school children with typical language
development.

Method

Research has been approved by the Research
Ethics Committee of the Ribeirão Preto School of
Medicine Clinic Hospital (HCFMRP-SP) according
to protocol number 6001/2007. In addition,
authorisation was given by the day-care chief so
that the children could participate in the study.

The caregivers of the 31 children selected were
informed about the goals and risks of the research,
including doubts and signing of an informed
consent form. The children were 3-7 years old and
were enrolled in the day-care centre, all presenting
typical language development that was evaluated
by means of a speech therapy screening. The
subjects were divided into four age groups, as
follows: GI, 3:1 to 4:0 years (n = 4, mean age = 3.9);
GI, 4:1 to 5:0 years (n = 8, mean age = 4.7); GIII,  5:1
to 6:0 years (n = 9, mean age = 5.9);  and GIV, 6:1 to
7:0 years (n = 10, mean age = 6.9).

The samples of narrative speech were orderly
collected in two situations: 1) Visual-supported
report: children were asked to report the facts related
to the book's illustration by following the verbal
command: "Tell me what's going on?" 2) Personal
report: The children were asked to report a given
fact in their lives in order to begin their narrative
speech: "what did you do today?" In both
situations, the verbal commands could be
reformulated depending on the degree of
dependence on the interlocutor as well as topics of
interest that had been previously addressed. During
sample collection, the investigator intervened only
when the pause lasted more than 10 seconds by
asking cohesive questions such as, "And then what
happened?" These interventions were categorised
for statistical application as "no intervention" (N.I)
for no intervention, "few interventions (F.I) for 1-3
interventions, and many interventions (M.I) for
more than 4 interventions. Such procedures were
conducted in 15 minutes, on average, with the
samples being recorded in video format with a
SONY Handcam HD camera mounted on a tripod
towards the child. At the end of the sample
collection, the investigator showed the child a trailer
of the video in order to reward his or her
participation.

The instrument stimulating the visual-
supported report was a wordless storybook, "O
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that is, spontaneous or visually supported. No
significant difference in narrative and pause
times were found between age groups. However,
the mixed-effect linear regression model showed
that narrative t ime with storybook was
significantly greater than that made
spontaneously for groups GII, GIII and GIV (p-
value < 0.01). Pause time was significantly
greater during the narrative with storybook in
all groups (p-value = 0.03 for GI and p-value <
0.01 for others).

Table 2 lists statistical values obtained from
the comparison between number of words per
age group and narrative situations. The number
of words was significantly smaller for
spontaneous narrative compared to that using a
storybook for groups GIII and GIV (p-value <
0.01). No significant difference was found
between age groups.

Table 3 shows the frequency of subjects in
relation to intervention categories regarding the
two narrative contexts analysed according to the
Fisher's exact test. With regard to the narrative
using a wordless storybook, GI had 25% of the
subjects falling in the N.I. category, 25% in the
F.I category, and 50% in the M.I. category. In
GII, 38% were in the N.I. category, 50% in F.I
category and 12% in the M.L. In GIII, 89% were
in the N.I category, with 0% and 11% falling in
F.I and M.I. categories, respectively. Finally, GIV
had 70% in the N.I. category, 30% in the F.I.
category and 0% in the M.I. category. With
regard to spontaneous narrative, the values
were the following: GI had N.I. = 0%, F.I = 100%,
and M.I.= 0%; GII had N.I. = 62%, F.I. = 38%,
and M.I. = 0%; GIII had N.I. = 56%, F.I. = 44%,
and M.I. = 0%, and GIV had N.I. = 60%, F.I. =
30%, and M.I. = 10%.

Da-a-Dia de Dadá" (21). The speech samples were
collected in a noise-isolated room furnished with
child table and chair.

The samples were transcribed by means of
earphones, microphone, monitor screen, pen, and
paper according to the Study Project of Urban
Linguistic Cult Norm transcription protocol (22).
The speech samples were listened to twice, with
the first transcription concerning linguistic aspects
and the second one concerning extra-linguistic
aspects. In case of doubts involving a given
segment, this was listened to three times and then
classified as unintelligible, hypothetical or
transcribed.

Pause and narrative times in both speech
situations were recorded in seconds. The
parameters for narrative time, pause time and total
number of words were statistically analysed by
using the mixed-effect linear regression model
(random and fixed effects). The mixed-effect linear
regression models are used for data analysis in which
responses are grouped (repeated measurements for
the same individual) and the supposed
independence between observations within the
same group is not adequate (23). On the other hand,
categorised interventions by the interlocutor were
analysed by means of the Fisher's exact test. This,
in turn, is a non-parametric test in which differences
between two independent groups are tested in
relation to a given variable with only two answers:
yes or no, positive or negative, and so on. In
addition, this test is particularly adequate for small
samples (24).

Results

Table 1 lists the statistical analysis for
narrative and pause times between the groups
as well as in relation to the narrative contexts,
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TABLE 1. Comparisons for variables “narrative” time and “pause” time.  

Time Comparisons Estimative**  P-va lue 
LIVRO (G-I - G-II) 1.63 0.43 
LIVRO (G-I - G-III) 2.58 0.47 
LIVRO (G-I - G-IV) 4.34 0.4  
LIVRO (G-II - G-III) 0.94 0.67 
LIVRO (G-II - G-IV) 2.71 0.46 
LIVRO (G-III - G-IV) 1.76 0.37 
S.N. (G-I - G-II) 2.51 0.22 
S.N. (G-I - G-III) 2.95 0.41 
S.N. (G-I - G-IV) 4.35 0.4  
S.N. (G-II - G-III) 0.43 0.84 
S.N. (G-II - G-IV) 1.83 0.62 
S.N. (G-III - G-IV) 1.39 0.48 
G-I (BOOK - S.N.) 3.38 0.06 
G-II (BOOK - S.N.) 4.26 <0.01* 
G-III (BOOK - S.N.) 3.75 <0.01* 

Narrative 

G-IV (BOOK - S.N.) 3.38 <0.01* 
BOOK (G-I - G-II) 0.52 0.71 
BOOK (G-I - G-III) 2 0.43 
BOOK (G-I - G-IV) 3.49 0.34 
BOOK (G-II  - G-III) 1.47 0.35 
BOOK (G-II  - G-IV) 2.96 0.26 
BOOK (G-III - G-IV) 1.49 0.29 
S.N. (G-I - G-II) 2.09 0.15 
S.N. (G-I - G-III) 2.51 0.32 
S.N. (G-I - G-IV) 3.37 0.35 
S.N. (G-II - G-III) 0.42 0.79 
S.N. (G-II - G-IV) 1.27 0.62 
S.N. (G-III - G-IV) 0.85 0.54 
G-I (BOOK - S.N.) 2.69 0.03* 
G-II (BOOK - S.N.) 4.26 <0.01* 
G-III (BOOK - S.N.) 3.2 <0.01* 

Pause 

G-IV (BOOK - S.N.) 2.57 <0.01* 

 
Notes: S.N. = spontaneous narrative; BOOK = narrative with storybook; *Significant data (p-value ?  0 .05); ** Square root transformation  
was applied to data. 

TABLE 2. Comparisons for variable “number of words”.  

Comparisons Estimative*** P-value 
BOOK (G-I - G-II) 2.48  0.25 
BOOK (G-I - G-III) 0.36  0.92 
BOOK (G-I - G-IV) 1.34  0.80 
BOOK (G-II - G-III) -2.12 0.37 
BOOK (G-II - G-IV) -1.14 0.77 
BOOK (G-III - G-IV) 0.97  0.64 
S.N.** (G-I - G-II) 1.12  0.60 
S.N.** (G-I - G-III) 1.70  0.65 
S.N.** (G-I - G-IV) 1.93  0.72 
S.N.** (G-II - G-III) 0.58  0.80 
S.N.** (G-II - G-IV) 0.81  0.83 
S.N.** (G-III - G-IV) 0.23  0.91 
G-I (BOOK - S.N.) 2.31  0.19 
G-II (BOOK - S.N.) 0.95  0.44 
G-III (BOOK - S.N.) 3.65  <0.01* 
G-IV (BOOK - S.N.) 2.91  <0.01* 
Notes: S.N. = spontaneous narrative; BOOK = narrative with  storybook, *Significant data (p-value ?  0.05), ** Square root transformation  was  
applied to data. 
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Discussion

Narrative time was not found to be significantly
different between age groups, despite being greater
in the situation in which a visual support (wordless
storybook) was used, thus suggesting that
illustrations and questions to stimulate personal report
are important variables. Therefore, the use of
illustrations could allow more extensive narratives to
be made, whereas spontaneous narrative involves
intention, initiative and interest on the part of the
speaker in elucidating and communicating
linguistically the experience he or she lived (11). At
four years old, the non-visible relations existing in the
illustrations are already present in child narratives (11,
12, 15). In order to start a personal report, the question
"What did you do today?" was used in this study,
considering that children usually talk about routine
and family facts and report their own experiences even
at 2 years old (11, 12, 14, 15). Situations of group and
ludic interactions have been mentioned as promoting
increase in time and complexity of the narrative
structure (11).

The increased pause time in the storybook
narrative seems to be related to cognitive and linguistic
gaps, thus evidencing the gradual process of formation
of concepts, lexical items and assimilation of syntactic
rules for structuring the narrative speech
(6,7,8,9,10,11,18). This also might be a strategy for the
speaker to get more time to repair the mistakes in the
narrative production or even to follow actions such
as page changes (18).

The absence of statistical significance in age
groups, considering the values for narrative time and
pause time, is a finding not corroborated elsewhere,
since there are studies (18, 19) showing an inversely
proportional relation between gradual process of
linguistic development and interruption in the narrative
speech.

The number of words was significantly smaller in
the samples of spontaneous narrative compared to
that using visual support for GIII and GIV, thus
suggesting again that intention and motivation allied
to cognitive and linguistic skills are needed for
spontaneous speech. Illustrations also contributed
to the construction of story meaning and linguistic
structuralisation, since speaker seemed to use the
illustration as reference (25). At 3 years old, reports
should be composed by simple and complex periods,
narrative marker and words with lexical, grammatical
and contextual meaning (11, 12).

It was found that interlocutor intervention
decreases with age, as a higher frequency of subjects
in younger age groups (GI and GII) fell in the M.I.
category (many interventions) while a lower frequency
of subjects in this same age group fell in the N.I.
category (no interventions) for visual-supported
narrative (wordless storybook) (p-value = 0.03). This
finding had already been discussed in the literature
(11), explaining that adult participation is greater in
the beginning of the speech development, whose
construction is made on a joint basis, decreasing over
time when the cognitive and linguistic skills of the

TABLE  3. Association  between a ge grou ps and n arrative  interventions for  storybook  and sp ontane ous situations. 

Type of  na rrative  Group Cat ego ry Total 

  N.I. F.I. M.I.  

G-I 1  25%  1  25%  2  50%  4 

G-II 3  38%  4  50%  1  12%  8 
G-III 8  89%  0  0%  1  11%  9 
G-IV 7  70%  3  30%  0  0%  10 

Storybook 

Total 19 8 4 31 

G-I 0  0%  4  100%  0  0%  4 

G-II 5  62%  3  38%  0  0%  8 Spontan eous  

G-III 5  56%  4  44%  0  0%  9 
 

Notes: N.I.  = no interven tion ; F.I.  =  few interve ntions; M.I. = ma ny interven tion s, *p-va lue for relation between category and storybook  

narrative = 0.03, **p-value for  relation  betw ee n category and  spontaneous narra tive = 0.2 0. 
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children allow them to make their own narratives. With
regard to spontaneous narrative, the findings were
not significant. In fictitious narrative, for example, it
was observed the presence of secondary elements
and insertion of non-true contents, although sporadic
adult intervention may occur to help make the speech
coherent and fluent (7,9,11).

Conclusion

Children have a more extensive narrative within
the context of a wordless storybook compared to
the spontaneous narrative, although no significant
differences were found between age groups. This
finding shows that different narrative contexts have
influence on their production. Therefore, in the
clinical practice, collecting various narrative
samples in different situations to compare them may
be an efficient procedure for evaluation and
diagnosis of the linguistic and narrative aspects as
a whole.  This study has also allowed us to conclude
that interlocutor participation is less needed as the
child becomes older.
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