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Narrative Intervention

Douglas B. Petersen
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Social and Academic 

Relevance
ÅNarratives are socially and academically 

important

ÅThe majority of interaction between children 
can be narration. 
ï Ghezzi, Bijou, Umbreit, and Chao (1987): 

ÅNarratives require literate language

ïMonologic discourse

ïDecontextualized language

Narratives: An Academic 

Purpose

ÅWallach and Butler (1994) noted that children 

who talk like booksðthat is, students who use 

literate styles of communication in oral 

languageðtend to match teacher expectations 

more often than children who do notéand tend to 

be rewarded in school (pp. 5-6, italics in 

original).

Importance of Narrative Language

ÅNarrative abilities correlate with academic 
performance.

ÅEarly narrative skills predict later reading 
comprehension performance.

ÅGood narrative skills allow for more 
language practice, increased peer 
attention, and approval from adults.

Narratives: A Medium

ïNarrative Macrostructure

ïNarrative Microstructure

ïC-units, TNW, NDW, 

MLU

ïLiterate Language

ïMorphosyntax

ïVocabulary

ïPronouns

ïReference Cohesion

ïComprehension (who, 
what, when, where, 
why)

ïEmotions

ïFigurative Language

ïSpeech

Eliciting and Assessing 

Narratives
ÅNarration ïRecounting causally-related 

events in temporal order.

ïScripts

ïFictional

ïPersonal

ÅRetell

ÅGeneration

ÅPictures/Single Picture/No Pictures
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Narrative Structure

Microstructure: Finite, linguistic

features (e.g. literate language)

Macrostructure: general narrative 
organization (e.g. story grammar)

Narrative Microstructure

ÅFeatures found in written language: 
Literate Language

ïCausal, temporal, conjunctions, adverbs, 
elaborated noun phrases, 
cognitive/linguistic verbs, clear 
pronomial reference

ÅGeneral Language Measures:

ïMLU, TNW, NDW

Narrative Macrostructure INC

ïIndex of Narrative Complexity (INC). The story grammar 
components of the INC scoring system include: 

ÅCharacter (C) 

ÅSetting (S)

Åinitiating event (IE) 

Åinternal response (IR)

ÅPlan (P)

Åaction/attempt (A) 

Åconsequence (Cons)

Åformulaic markers (FM)

ï Petersen, D. B., Gillam, S. L., & Gillam, R. B. (2008). Emerging 
Procedures in Narrative Assessment: The Index of Narrative Complexity. 
Topics in Language Disorders, 28, 115-130.

Index of Narrative Complexity

ÅCharacter

ïAmbiguous Pronouns: 0 (he)

ïNon-specific label: 1 (the dog)

ïOne specific name: 2 (David)

ïMore than one specific name: 3

ï Petersen, Gillam & Gillam, 2008

Index of Narrative Complexity

ÅSetting

ïNo reference: 0

ïGeneral Reference: 1 (outside)

ïOne+ specific references: 2 (Central Park)

Petersen, Gillam & Gillam, 2008

Index of Narrative Complexity

ÅInitiating Event (Problem)

ïNone: 0

ïOne problem but no related action: 1

ïOne problem with related action: 2

ïTwo or more problems: 3

Petersen, Gillam & Gillam, 2008
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Index of Narrative Complexity

ÅInternal Response (Feelings)

ïNone: 0

ïOne feeling but not related to IE: 1

ïOne+ feeling related to IE: 2

Petersen, Gillam & Gillam, 2008

Index of Narrative Complexity

ÅPlan

ïNone: 0

ïOne overt statement: 1

ïTwo overt statements: 2

ïThree + overt statements: 3

Petersen, Gillam & Gillam, 2008

Index of Narrative Complexity

ÅAction/Attempt

ïNone: 0

ïOne not related to IE: 1

ïOne+ related to IE: 2

Petersen, Gillam & Gillam, 2008

Index of Narrative Complexity

ÅConsequence

ïNone: 0

ïOne: 1

ïTwo: 2

ïThree+: 3

Petersen, Gillam & Gillam, 2008

Index of Narrative Complexity

ÅFormulaic Marker (the end)

ïNone: 0

ïOne: 1

ïTwo +: 2

Petersen, Gillam & Gillam, 2008

Index of Narrative Complexity 

(Microstructure)

ÅTemporal Marker (then)

ïNone: 0

ïOne: 1

ïTwo +: 2

Petersen, Gillam & Gillam, 2008
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Index of Narrative Complexity

(Microstructure)

ÅCausal Adverbial Clauses (because)

ïNone: 0

ïOne: 1

ïTwo +: 2

Petersen, Gillam & Gillam, 2008

Index of Narrative Complexity

(Microstructure)
ÅDialogue

ïNone: 0

ïOne: 1

ïTwo +: 2

Petersen, Gillam & Gillam, 2008

Sample Narrative: Typically 

Developing 12-years-old 
(All INC Elements)

ÅOnce (FM1) there was a boy named David (C2) who 
was playing in the woods behind his house (S1).
While (TM1) David was climbing a tree, a branch 
broke and he went crashing to the ground (IE2).
David was really upset (IR2) because (Caus1) his leg 
was cut and bleeding. David decided to try and walk 
home so his mom could help him (P1). He got up and 
started limping to his house (A2). When (TM2) David 
got home he said ñmom Iôm going to dieò! (D1) His 
mom looked at his cut and just gave him a band-aid 
(Cons1). David felt much better. The end (FM2)

Sample Narrative: 
Language Impairment 

12-years-old

Å Once there was a dog name name Steve who was really skinny

Å He living in a doghouse in the backyard

Å And she was really really hungry because she didnôt have any food

Å He he was tie to her his dog house

Å So he couldnôt get some food

Å Steve chew his rope 

Å After he get free, he runned into a restaurant

Å And he eated everything on all the tables until he was good

Å He say in dog speech Iôm so full

Å And and he runned out as fast as he could run

Å When he leave he never went back to his doghouse again.

Sample Narrative: 
Language Impairment 

12-years-old: INC

Å Once (FM 1) there was a dog name name Steve (C2) who was really 
skinny

Å He living in a doghouse in the backyard (S1)

Å And she was really really hungry (IR2) because (Caus1)she didnôt 
have any food

Å He he was tie to her his dog house

Å So he couldnôt get some food (IE 2) (P0)

Å Steve chew his rope (A2)

Å After (TM 1) he get free, he runned into a restaurant

Å And he eated everything on all the tables until (TM2) he was good

Å He say in dog speech ñIôm so fullò (Cons 1) (D1)

Å And and he runned out as fast as he could run

Å When (TM2) he leave he never went back to his doghouse again.

More to Analyze?

ïC-units, TNW, NDW, MLU

ïLiterate Language

ïMorphosyntax

ïVocabulary

ïPronouns

ïReference Cohesion

ïComprehension (who, what, when, where, why)

ïEmotions

ïFigurative Language

ïSpeech
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Next Step: Intervention

ÅNarrative sample is recorded

ÅData is collected

ÅGoals are explicitly stated 

e.g. David will include a character, initiating event, internal response, plan, 
attempt and consequence while generating a personal narrative without 
clinician support in the classroom with same-age peers in 4 out of 5 
consecutive narratives.

e.g. David will include at least 2 temporal markers, dialogue, and marked 
causality (because) while generating a personal narrative without 
clinician support in the classroom with same-age peers in 4 out of 5 
consecutive narratives.

Narrative Intervention 

Simplified

ÅAbout 10 years ago:

ï1 picture book with 3 different versions of 

the story.

ïRepeated retelling

ïEmbedded language the child needed to 

practice in the story

ïPracticed generating stories

Narrative Intervention 

Simplified
ÅHungry Frog Story C

ïTargets: Subject-Verb-Object (S-V-O)

ïIndefinite Article (IA)

ïReference Cohesion Ties (RCT)

ïDefinite Articles (DA)

ïAdverbial Clause (AC)

ïConjunction Cohesive Ties (CC) *Additive = also, 
*Temporal = next, finally, then, *Causal = so, *Adversative = 
but

ïAdjectives (ADJ)

ïPast Tense (PT)

ïVocabulary

Hungry Frog: C

ÅOnce there was a hungry frog (IA, ADJ, S)

QuickTimeÊ and a
TIFF (LZW) decompressor

are needed to see this picture.

ÅAnd one day he ate a 

black spider (CC, S/RCT-V, 

IA, ADJ, O)

ÅThen the frog crawled 

like a spider (CC, RCT, S-V, 

AC, IA, O)

QuickTimeÊ and a
TIFF (LZW) decompressor

are needed to see this picture.

ÅAnd he ate a white 

rabbit

ÅThen he jumped like 

a rabbit
QuickTimeÊ and a

TIFF (LZW) decompressor
are needed to see this picture.
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ÅAnd frog ate a blue 

fish

ÅSo the frog swam 

like a fish
QuickTimeÊ and a

TIFF (LZW) decompressor
are needed to see this picture.

ÅThe frog also ate a 

brown squirrel

ÅThen he climbed like 

a squirrel
QuickTimeÊ and a

TIFF (LZW) decompressor
are needed to see this picture.

ÅNext frog ate a grey 

horse

ÅBut frog was too fat

ÅSo he couldnôt run 

like a horse

ÅFrog was stuck

QuickTimeÊ and a
TIFF (LZW) decompressor

are needed to see this picture.

ÅFinally frog got an 

idea

ÅHe ate a red bird

QuickTimeÊ and a
TIFF (LZW) decompressor

are needed to see this picture.

ÅAnd frog flew away 

like a bird

QuickTimeÊ and a
TIFF (LZW) decompressor

are needed to see this picture.

Baseline Retelling: 
Child with Autism age 10

Å BASELINE 11/05/2001

Å Once upon a time there was a 

frog named frog

Å And he ate a black spider

Å And he crawl like a spider

Å And he ate a white rabbit with a 

cherry nose

Å He jump like a rabbit

Å And he ate a pink fish

Å And he go on the water

Å And he swim like a fish

Å Ate a blue squirrel

Å He climb up that tree

Å Then ate a brown horse

Å But frog was too fat

Å And he can run like a horse

Å He ate a bird

Å And he flew away like a bird
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Post-Intervention Retelling: 
Child with Autism age 10

Å Post-Intervention 1/14/2002 (6 

weeks intervention)

Å The hungry frog

Å Once upon a time there was a 

hungry frog

Å Then he ate a black spider

Å Then he crawled like a spider

Å Then he ate a white rabbit with 

a cherry nose

Å Then he jumped like a rabbit

Å Next he ate a blue fish

Å And he swam like a fish

Å Then he also ate a brown 
squirrel

Å Then he climbed like a squirrel

Å Next he ate a gray horse

Å But frog was too fat

Å So he couldnôtrun like a horse

Å Finally frog got an idea

Å Next he ate a red bird

Å And frog flew away like a bird

Generalization: Generating 

Stories

ÅGenerating Personal Stories: ñHas 

anything like that ever happened to 

you?ò

ÅGenerating Fictional Stories: ñLets make 

up a story about a catò

ïUse icons

ïUse pictures

Sticky Note Stories

ÅSticky Note Stories

ÅGenerate a story - clinician draws 

stick figures to represent the story.

ÅChild practices generated stories 

with clinician support.

Baseline and Post-

Intervention: Generation

ÅBASELINE 
9/13/2001

Å Once upon a time there was 

a penguin

Å And he felt scared

Å And she felt scared

ÅPOST-INTERVENTION 
5/20/2002

Å Once upon a time there was 
a dog

Å And his name was Steve

Å And he saw a bear

Å And he got scared of the 
bear

Å And he ran away

Å And the bear chased him

Å But he jumped in a hole

Å The bear was mad

Onward to Empirical Research

Can we get positive results when 

narrative intervention is put to the test?

School-Aged Narrative 

Intervention Research: A Review

ÅDiverse mix of intervention procedures that 

primarily target fictional narratives (14).

ÅIndividual and group arrangements with 

students with and without disabilities.

ÅResults suggest that narrative intervention 

improves a number of measures such as story 

grammar, story comprehension, and story 

length. 

ÅThe overall quality of the research is fair: The 

research is at the feasibility stage.
» Petersen (in press) Communication Disorders Quarterly
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Sandra Gillam, Ronald Gillam, 

Douglas Petersen, & Chad 

Bingham

43

Narrative Intervention: 

Children with LI

44

Research Question

Do school-age children with language 

impairments perform better on 

measures of language and narration 

after participating in a narrative based 

language intervention?

45

Participants

Å16 children with LI ages 5 - 9 were 

randomly assigned to one of 2 groups.  

ÅSocialization followed by Narrative 

Intervention

ÅNo treatment followed by Concurrent 

Socialization and Narrative Intervention

46

Participants

ÅSocialization first - engaged in free play 

together for 90 minutes per day, four 

days each week, for four weeks (the 

control period).  

ÅAfter the free play period, these children 

received our narrative intervention for 

four weeks (the intervention period).  

47

ÅConcurrent socialization - stayed at 

home and did not receive any services 

for four weeks (the control period).

ÅAfter the control period, these children 

received our narrative intervention plus 

the free play condition four days each 

week for four weeks (the intervention 

period). 

48

Narrative Intervention

ÅDesigned to improve functional language skills 
in the context of narration.  

ÅChildren learn and practice identification and 
production story grammar elements & causal 
connections

ÅThe program relies on repetition, therapeutic 
discourse, and graphic organizers & HEAVY 
story telling on the part of the child



9/20/2009

9

49

Graphic Organizers

ÅUse of icons to represent story grammar 

elements

Initiating Event

Attempt

Consequence

Activities

ÅStory Modeling

ÅCo-telling

ÅComprehension Checks

ÅRetelling

ÅParallel Stories

ÅIndependent Story Generation (week 3 and 

beyond)

50

51

Story ñco-tellingò

ÅChildren use the icons to help them ñre-

tellò the story (same story over and over)

ÅVerbal (clinician & peers) & visual 

assistance (icons & graphic visual cues 

[story boards; bingo])

52

Comprehension Checks

ÅAsk questions targeting story grammar 

elements after each story

ÅUse icons to aid memory

53

Story element Bingo

ÅIcons in Bingo card used to assist 
children in 

ïtelling stories

ïmonitoring the inclusion of story 
grammar elements in stories told by 
each other

ÅGreat way to do ñtrue group therapyò

54
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ÅParallel story with & without icons

ïChildren tell their own stories

ÅParallel story ñre-tellingò with & 

without icons

ïChildren tell each otherôs stories

ÅStory generation with and without icons

ÅRead stories to each other

56

Parallel Stories

57 58

59

ÅChildren were tested with Test of 

Narrative Language (Gillam & Pearson, 

2005). 

ïimmediately after random assignment 

(Pretest)

ïafter the month of socialization or individual 

play at home (Midtest)

ïafter intervention (Posttest) 

60

ÅWe hypothesized that staying at home 

or engaging in free play with other 

children would serve as within-child 

control conditions. 
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ÅCohenôs d effect sizes for the 

intervention periods vs. the control 

periods were unusually large.  

ÅThe standardized effect size for the 

socialization first group was 4.61.  

ÅThe standardized effect size for the 

socialization concurrent group was 

3.545. 

62

ÅThese results provide strong initial 

support for the efficacy of our 

intervention procedure.  

ÅThey also suggest that individual free 

play or group free play without 

intervention is equally effective control 

conditions.

Narrative Intervention: 
Children with Neurologically-Based LI

The Effects of Literate Narrative Intervention 

on Children with Neurologically-based 

Language Impairments: An Early Stage Study.

Douglas Petersen, Sandra Gillam, Trina 

Spencer & Ronald Gillam. (under review).

Literate Narrative 

Intervention

ÅLiterate narratives: formally structured 

by literary conventions, containing 

episodic narrative grammar and literate 

language features 
ï van Dongen & Westby (1986)

Literate Narrative 

Intervention

ÅRISE: 

ïRepeated opportunities 

ïIntensity 

ïSystematic support 

ïExplicit skill focus within purposeful 

activities (Ukrainetz, 2006).

Literate Narrative 

Intervention Procedures
Å10 steps: materials were systematically 

varied to provide appropriate scaffolding

ïModeling macrostructure elements and 
microstructure elements from story books, 
pictures, icons and drawings

ïCloze procedures

ïInferential/factual questions

ïRepeated narrative retellings

ïWithdrawal of support gradually
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Procedures

ÅMaterials and level of support were 
systematically varied. 

ÅThe sequence of intervention steps was 
designed to withdraw support gradually, so by 
the end of the session the participants 
independently retold a story without the use of 
pictures or icons. 

Story Grammar Icons

QuickTimeÊ and a
TIFF (LZW) decompressor

are needed to see this picture.

Intensity: 

Microstructure
ÅModeled or prompted marked causal 

relations a total of 62 times in 45 minutes of 
intervention. (why? - because)

ÅOf the causal relations modeled or prompted 
by the clinician,

ï55% were modeled phrases (e.g. óTheyôre angry 
becausetheyôre sitting at a stop lightô) 

ï45% were open-ended questions (e.g. óWhywere 
they happy?ô)

Intensity:

Macrostructure
ÅSteps 1-3 = 27.5 minutes. Emphasized: 

ïcharacter 23 times

ïsetting 13 times

ïinitiating event 49 times 

ïinternal response 39 times

ïaction/attempt 49 times

ïconsequence 31 times 

ïresolution 7 times. 

Intensity: 

Macrostructure
ïThis resulted in the clinician emphasizing target story 

grammar elements a total of 211 times during the first 

three steps of intervention. 

ïThose story grammar elements that constituted a 

complete episode, namely the initiating event, internal 

response, action/attempt and consequence, were 

emphasized with the greatest frequency, accounting for 

168 of the 211 story grammar elements highlighted.

Reduced Support:

Macrostructure
ÅIn contrast, during those steps in which more 

independent narration was to be promoted, the clinician 
emphasized story grammar elements at a much lower 
frequency. 

Å story grammar elements a total of only 9 times during 
steps 7 and 10. 

ÅThe clinician emphasized the internal response a total 
of 5 times, action 2 times, initiating event and 
consequence only 1 time across both intervention steps. 

ÅThe character, setting and resolution were never 
emphasized.  This reduction in clinician input is a 
direct reflection of childôs improved ability to include 
the target elements in her narratives. 
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Results

 

Narrative Intervention: 

Preschool Children

Trina Spencer, Timothy Slocum & 

Douglas Petersen

Primary Research Question

To what extent does narrative 

intervention improve INC 

scores of preschoolersô story 

retells?

Secondary Research Questions

ÅTo what extent does narrative intervention 

improve INC scores of preschoolersô 

personal experience narratives? 

ÅTo what extent does preschoolersô 

improved retell and personal experience 

INC scores maintain following a period of 

two weeks with no intervention? 


