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Children’s language, literacy, and narrative development are influenced by their home 
and social environments. Early language experiences are a key factor in the disparities in 
language development associated with low socio-economic status (SES). Narrative 
assessments offer clinicians valuable insights into a child’s language and conceptual 
development, as well as their understanding of story structure. Including children from 
diverse socio-economic backgrounds in study samples helps researchers identify 
authentic peer groups and understand typical performance within subgroups of 
multilingual children. In this study, we examined the narratives of monolingual 
Afrikaans- (n=116) and Xhosa-speaking (n=112) children, aged 4-5 years, from low SES 
communities in South Africa. Narratives were collected using the Cat and Dog stories 
from the Multilingual Assessment Instrument for Narratives (MAIN) in the story 
generation mode. We first provide descriptive results on their performance in story 
structure and comprehension, focusing on the macrostructural complexity of their MAIN 
narratives. We then compare our results with previous MAIN studies that investigated the 
same age group and elicitation mode. Finally, we discuss the differences between our 
language groups, the insights gained from our findings and offer recommendations for 
future research. 

 
 

1 Introduction 
Identifying the language difficulties of children from low socio-economic status (SES) 
communities during early preschool years is crucial. Early detection allows for timely and 
targeted interventions, potentially preventing a downward spiral of poor education, lack of 
academic progress and reduced life opportunities (Dore et al., 2023; Hjetland et al., 2020; 



Annelien Smith & Daleen Klop 

174 

Hulme et al., 2024; Larson et al, 2020; Pace et al., 2017; Romeo et al., 2022). The assessment 
of narrative skills is one way to identify preschool children at risk for academic difficulties 
because the connection between early narrative competence and academic progress is well 
documented. Longitudinal studies have shown that preschool children’s narrative production 
and comprehension skills significantly impact their early and later reading comprehension and 
achievement (Babayiğit et al., 2021; Hjetland et al., 2020; Schick & Melzi, 2010). The reason 
for this is that reading comprehension depends on constructing mental representations of texts. 
Higher-order language skills, such as inference-making and reasoning, enable readers to 
connect different text elements and link these elements to their background knowledge 
(Kendeou et al., 2009; Oakhill & Cain, 2012). Similarly, narrative competence involves not 
only understanding or producing interconnected sentences or discourse but also reflects a 
child’s ability to create meaningful representations of spoken or written discourse. 
 Well-developed narrative abilities enable children to use language to make sense of the 
world around them, understand temporal cues and cause-effect relations in connected discourse, 
and make inferences (Kendeou et al., 2009; Trabasso & Rodkin, 1994; Van den Broek et al., 
1996; Westby, 2012). Psychological inferencing in the context of children’s narratives refers to 
the process by which children make sense of the thoughts, feelings, and motivations of 
characters within a story. This involves using clues from the narrative to infer what characters 
might be thinking or feeling, and why they act in certain ways. The ability to understand and 
report story characters’ goals and intentional behaviours reflect children’s social cognition and 
grasp of psychological cause-effect relationships, reflecting their theory of mind abilities 
(Hedberg & Westby, 1993; Trabasso & Rodkin, 1994: Van den Broek et al., 1996). Fostering 
narrative competence in early preschool years is therefore essential for supporting children’s 
overall language development, particularly for those from low SES communities who may be 
at risk for academic failure. 
 Narrative assessments are considered less biased and more ecologically valid for 
assessing children’s language skills and can reveal communication strengths and weaknesses 
that may be overlooked by traditional, domain-specific, and standardised norm-referenced 
assessments (Gagarina et al., 2012; Goodrich et al., 2023). Furthermore, narrative assessment 
provides clinicians with insights into a child’s language and conceptual development, as well 
as their understanding of the structural organisation of a story (Hedberg & Westby, 1993; 
Trabasso & Rodkin, 1994; Van den Broek et al., 1996; Westby 2012). This approach enables 
focused interventions to enhance, not only narrative skills but also verbal reasoning and 
inference-making, which are essential for academic success and reading comprehension 
development (Oakhill & Cain, 2012; Schick & Melzi, 2010; Westby, 2012). 
 In our study, we used the Multilingual Assessment Instrument for Narratives (MAIN; 
Gagarina et al., 2012, 2019) to assess the narratives of preschool children. This instrument was 
designed to assess narrative skills of children in multilingual and multicultural contexts. The 
developers aimed to create a culturally neutral instrument, suitable for evaluating children’s 
narrative production and comprehension skills regardless of their linguistic, socio-economic 
and cultural backgrounds. The working hypothesis behind MAIN’s development was that story 
structure is invariant across languages, with similar understanding of story events and causality 
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and similar awareness of the intentions and goal-directed behaviour of the protagonists 
(Gagarina et al., 2012, 2019). Currently, there are 92 language versions of MAIN available in 
over 60 countries, providing the scientific community with data on mono- and bilingual children 
from various cultures and language groups (Lindgren et al., 2023).  
 Lindgren et al. (2023) conducted a comprehensive review that reported age effects and 
developmental trends in story structure and comprehension skills from numerous MAIN 
studies. However, they noted that few researchers have considered socioeconomic status (SES) 
as a variable. To date, only one study by Wehmeier (2019) investigated the impact of SES and 
a child’s home learning environment on their narrative development. This oversight may be 
because most MAIN studies were conducted in high-income countries in the Global North. For 
example, in Sweden, SES is rarely investigated in language studies because household income 
has a minimal impact on children’s educational opportunities, and parental education levels are 
generally high (Bohnacker, 2016).  
 Lindgren et al. (2023) recommended that future research focus on the pooling of 
resources from researchers to establish at least referential norms for the acquisition of different 
narrative skills in mono-and multilingual children. Our interest in early identification of 
language difficulties lead us to examine the available data on story generation and story 
comprehension skills in monolingual children aged 4-5 years. We found only four MAIN 
studies that reported results for this age group using story generation to elicit narratives from 
monolingual children (Lindgren, 2019; 2022; Rodina, 2017; Wehmeier, 2019). There is 
therefore a lack of MAIN studies in low-SES populations and limited data about story 
generation skills in young monolingual children. The purpose of our study was to address this 
gap by investigating the story generation and comprehension skills of children aged 4–5 years 
from low SES communities. 
 
1.1 Early narrative development  
The macrostructural complexity of children’s narratives develops along an age-related 
continuum. Children exposed to stories in their home and school environments learn that these 
stories have plots in which characters engage in goal-directed behaviour, and they internalise 
these structural rules (Hedberg & Westby, 1993). Typical stories, according to Stein and 
Glenn’s (1979) story-grammar model, includes an initiating event that prompts the main 
character to form a goal plan, an attempt to achieve the goal, and the outcome or consequence 
of the attempt. Between ages 3 and 7, they actively develop knowledge of story structure, both 
in terms of the components of a story and how these components link to together to form a 
coherent plot (Trabasso & Nickels, 1992; Trabasso et al., 1992).  
 Initially, from age 2, children’s stories consist of isolated descriptions where they label 
objects and actions, followed by descriptive sequences where their descriptions cluster around 
a central idea. The next developmental stage shows their awareness of chronological order, 
allowing them to describe the actions of characters in temporally linked sequences (Applebee, 
1978; Stein & Glenn, 1979; Peterson & McCabe, 1983).  
 As children become aware of physical cause-effect relationships between actions and 
story events, they produce stories where actions and outcomes are linked. They still tend to 
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focus on concrete observable actions and physical causality between actions. Their 
understanding of causality is conveyed by linking events and feelings as direct consequences 
of reactions to initiating events (Applebee, 1978; Hedberg & Westby, 1993; Kendeou et al., 
2009). However, these story sequences do not yet express planning or goal-directed behaviour 
by characters.  
 A significant transition in narrative competence occurs around age 4 when children 
begin to convey their awareness of psychological causality and the intentions and goals of 
characters (Hedberg & Westby, 1993; Stein & Glenn, 1979; Trabasso et al., 1992). At this stage, 
they begin to encode character’s actions in terms of their relevance to the goal plan, even though 
they may not yet make this explicit in their narration. Goal-based narratives typically emerge 
around ages 6 and 7, when children begin to understand psychological causality and become 
aware of characters’ intentions and goals. Initially, they often do not include all the elements of 
a complete episode. A story may include a single goal statement, without describing attempts 
to achieve goal resulting in an incomplete episode. The goal statement may also be linked to 
either an attempt or a consequence statement, resulting in an abbreviated episode. By age 9, 
most children produce narratives that comprise of complete episodes and continue to develop 
their narrative abilities to later produce complex, interactive and embedded episodes (Hedberg 
& Westby, 1993; Peterson & McCabe, 1983; Stein & Glenn, 1979; Stein et al., 1997). 
 There is considerable variation in the reported ages at which monolingual children can 
produce goal-based narratives and the proportion of 4- to 5-year-old children that can produce 
complete episodes. This variation is due to differences in stimulus materials, elicitation methods 
and variations in the macrostructural models for analysis. Westby (2012) found that 16% of 
preschool children are already able to produce complete episodes. Using the telling mode in the 
Frog-story, Trabasso et al. (1992) found that 50% of 4–5-year-olds produced complete 
episodes. Khan et al. (2016) using a wordless picture book retelling task found that 45% of 4-
year-olds, 66% of 5-year-olds could produce complete episodes.  
 With regard to studies using MAIN, a longitudinal study by Lindgren (2019) of 
monolingual Swedish children (N=17), using the story generation mode and the Baby 
Birds/Baby Goats stories found that 60.8% of the 4-year-old group and 27.5% of the 5-year-
olds produced no sequences, in other words they did not combine any Goal (G), Attempt (A) 
or Outcome (O) elements in any of the three possible episodes. At age 4 years, 31% produced 
AO-sequences, and only 5.9% produced GAOs. By age 5, 60.8% produced AO-sequences, and 
7.8% produced GAOs. Lindgren’s (2019) analysis were based on all three episodes in all 
narratives and not the highest level reached at least once in the narratives. Rodina (2017) used 
the same elicitation method and stories, but reported the highest macrostructural level reached 
per narrative. In this study, monolingual Russian (N=16) and Norwegian (N=16) children aged 
4 years, mostly produced AO-sequences as their highest level of complexity (Russian: 56%; 
Norwegian: 66%), and fewer GAOs (Russian: 24%; Norwegian: 20%). 
 The occurrence of complete episodes in MAIN narratives in this age group seems low 
in comparison with patterns observed by e.g., Trabasso et al. (1992) and Khan et al. (2016), but 
Lindgren (2018, p. 249) points out that the MAIN definition of a complete episode is stricter 
than the one employed in analyses based on Stein and Glenn’s (1979) story grammar model. In 
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the Stein and Glenn model, a character’s internal responses to a problem can serve as an 
indication of goal-directed behaviour, allowing narratives without explicit goal statements to 
be classified as complete episodes. In MAIN, the goal statement is specified as the first 
component in a full episode denoted as GAO and requires an explicit goal statement. From this 
perspective, a child’s psychological awareness and ability to infer a character's goal plan are 
essential for understanding that actions are driven by goals and have effects and outcomes 
related to those goals (Kendeou et al., 2009; Stein et al., 1997; Trabasso & Rodkin,1994; 
Westby, 2012). 
 
1.2 Environmental and socio-economic influences on narrative development 
Children’s language, literacy and narrative development are directly influenced by their home 
and social environment. Differences in early language experiences are a primary cause of SES-
related disparities in children’s language development. Children from low SES backgrounds 
often have significantly lower vocabularies (Hart & Risley, 1995; Hoff, 2003), less developed 
language skills (Golinkoff et al., 2019; Fernald et al., 2011; Hoff, 2013; Pace et al., 2017) and 
lower executive functioning skills (Burris & Brown, 2014; Romeo et al., 2023) compared to 
their peers from more advantaged backgrounds. Consequently, they enter school with a 
significant disadvantage in terms of language development and cognitive skills. This initial gap 
can have long-term implications as early language abilities are predictive of later academic 
progress, particularly in reading comprehension (Fernald et al., 2011; Hulme et al., 2024).  
 SES is a multidimensional construct that refers to a family’s economic and social status, 
typically based on measures of household income, and parental education and occupation. Pace 
et al., (2017) identified three main pathways through which SES can impact language 
development during childhood: individual child characteristics, the quality and quantity of input 
in parent-child interactions, and the availability of age-appropriate materials at home and 
enriching experiences beyond the home environment. In high-income countries, levels of 
parental education are generally high, the quality of childcare and education is not directly 
linked to family income and all children have equal access to education (Dore et al., 2023; 
Raikes et al., 2023). In contrast, in lower- and middle-income countries, children’s educational 
opportunities and access to early childhood programmes depend on family income and their 
socio-economic environment, with many parents having lower levels of formal education (Dore 
et al., 2023; Fernald et al., 2011; Hall et al., 2024; Raikes et al., 2023). In South Africa, a 
middle-income country in the Global South, children from low-SES communities often face 
extreme poverty, food insecurity and health-related problems due to poor living conditions and 
inadequate access to health care. They often have limited educational resources at home and 
are less likely to have access to formal early childhood learning programmes (Giese et al., 2022; 
Hall et al., 2024; Moses & Van den Berg, 2023). These challenges can negatively affect their 
overall development, including cognitive and language skills, as well as their mental well-
being. 
 The quantity and quality of child-directed speech in households are linked to maternal 
education levels (Babayiğit et al., 2021; Fernald et al., 2011; Golinkoff et al., 2019; Hoff, 2013) 
and maternal stress due to economic hardship (Dore et al., 2023). Parents living in poverty often 
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work long hours, which reduces the time they can spend engaging in quality language and 
learning activities with their children. Environmental disadvantages linked to low SES include 
limited access to learning materials and literacy resources, which negatively impact the 
development of receptive vocabulary, oral language skills, and early print awareness skills. In 
contrast, high-SES households are more likely to provide children with developmentally 
appropriate resources such as books, toys and enriching experiences beyond the home (Dawes, 
et al., 2020; Golinkoff et al., 2019; Hoff, 2003; Moses & Van den Berg, 2023).  
 It should be kept in mind that SES and cultural aspects are often conflated in studies on 
culturally and linguistically diverse children’s narrative and literacy development, and this can 
obscure the distinct contributions of each factor (Hoff, 2013). In many countries, non-
mainstream cultural communities are also more likely to experience poverty and economic 
hardship (Schick & Melzi, 2010). As a result, research may attribute differences in language 
and literacy skills to SES when they are, in fact, influenced by cultural practices intertwined 
with SES. 
 Only one MAIN study, by Wehmeier (2019), investigated the development of narrative 
macrostructure and the links between narrative skills and aspects of socio-economic status and 
home learning environment (HLE). This study of 198 monolingual German children aged 4;6 
to 5;11, investigated correlations between MAIN results and aspects of the children’s HLE, 
parental education and household income. The HLE measures included the frequency of book 
exposure and shared reading experiences, the duration of daily exposure to books and the total 
number of books at home. Wehmeier found that the impact of SES and HLE measures on 
narrative macrostructure was small or non-existent. However, this study reflected the effect of 
SES indicators of a high-income country, and the findings cannot be generalised to contexts in 
the Global South where many children grow up in conditions of extreme poverty that has a 
direct and pervasive impact on their home language and learning environment and educational 
opportunities. 
 
1.3 The present study 
Our study examined the narrative performances of monolingual Xhosa-speaking (n=112) and 
Afrikaans-speaking (n=116) children,1 aged 4-5 years, from low-SES communities in South 
Africa.2 We elicited MAIN narratives from the children using the story generation mode with 
the Cat and Dog stories. 
 We were particularly interested in the patterns of macrostructural complexity in our 
populations. From a clinical and remedial perspective, the main purpose of assessment is to 
gain insight into participants’ abilities and provide information that can guide focused 
interventions. Qualitative analyses of macrostructural patterns can reveal the nature and extent 

 
1 Afrikaans and Xhosa are two of South Africa’s 12 official languages, with respectively 7.2 million and 8 million 
native speakers. Xhosa is a Southern Bantu language with a very rich system of agglutinating morphology. 
Afrikaans is a West Germanic language that evolved from 17th-century Dutch. Both languages use the Latin 
alphabet. 
2 The data was part of the pre-intervention assessment battery for a study evaluating the efficacy of a story-based 
programme aimed at improving early language and literacy skills in preschool children from low-SES backgrounds 
and under-resourced environments. For more details on this project, see Cain et al. (2024). 
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of children’s higher-order language skills, such as inference-making and understanding of 
physical and psychological cause-effect relationships. This enables the design of targeted 
interventions to enhance these skills, ultimately supporting children's overall language, 
cognitive, and social development. Additionally, we aimed to contribute to the limited existing 
information on MAIN performances in this age group and socioeconomic status (SES). 
This paper addresses the following research questions: 
  

i. How do 4–5-year-old monolingual Afrikaans- and Xhosa-speaking children from low-
SES communities perform on the MAIN in terms of story structure, comprehension, use 
of internal state terms, and macrostructural complexity? 

ii. How do the narrative performances of the study participants compare to those reported 
in previous studies on children of a similar age group? 

iii. Are there significant differences in the MAIN results between the two language groups?  
iv. Do the Cat and Dog stories elicit different performances in terms of story structure, 

comprehension and the use of internal state terms? 
 
2 Method 

2.1 Ethical considerations 
The study was approved by the Ethics Committee of Health Sciences, Stellenbosch University, 
(N21/05/047). Written informed consent was obtained from the parents, and verbal assent was 
given by each child participant before the study began. 
 
2.2 Participants 
In South Africa, preschool attendance only becomes compulsory at age 6, starting with a 
preparatory Grade R year before formal education begins in Grade 1. Children younger than 6 
years from low-SES communities mostly attend Early Childhood Development (ECD) centres 
run by non-governmental organisations or non-profit community programmes, or they do not 
attend any form of preschool programme at all. ECD centres receive small state subsidies per 
child if the child’s household income is below a predetermined level. To determine the 
participants’ SES, we used the monthly fee charged at the ECD centre and whether the centre 
receives a state subsidy per child. Our participants were recruited from centres with similar 
lower-range fee structures, where at least 50% of the children receive state subsidies. 
 We selected ECD centres where the language of learning and teaching was either 
Afrikaans or Xhosa. The 27 Afrikaans-language centres were in Paarl-East and Wellington in 
the Cape Winelands district and the 28 Xhosa-language centres were in Khayelitsha, a township 
in the Cape Town metropole.  Five children, per classroom were randomly selected from each 
centre to participate. The final study sample comprised of monolingual Afrikaans-speaking 
children (N = 116, mean age: 4;6 years, SD: 0;3) and Xhosa- speaking children (N = 112, mean 
age: 4;5 years, SD: 0;3). 
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2.2.1 Home Learning Environment 
The ELOM Home Learning Environment Questionnaire (Dawes et al., 2023) was used to 
provide information about participants’ home learning environment and education levels of the 
main caregiver. In some of the households the children did not live with their parents and the 
main caregiver was a grandparent or a family member. The questionnaire was completed 
through telephonic interviews with children’s main caregivers in their home languages.  
This tool includes three categories of home learning environment (HLE) indicators: 
 

i. Early learning resources: The availability of books, games, and activities at home. 
ii. Home learning activities: Activities that promote learning and literacy, such as telling 

stories and reading books. 
iii. Caregiver time for learning and literacy activities with the child: The amount of time 

caregivers spends with their children during the week and weekends. 
 
The HLE questionnaire was conducted with 42% of the Afrikaans-speaking caregivers. Their 
average age was 33 years, and 68% reported completing secondary school as their highest 
educational level. No caregiver had tertiary education qualifications. Caregivers reported an 
average of five picture books in their homes (range = 0–30) and 14% said that they had no 
children’s books in their home, 60% had between one and five books, and 26% said that they 
had more than five books. Regarding time spent on home learning activities, 4% reported that 
they spend no time with their children, 18% never read books to them, and 18% never tell 
stories. 
 The HLE questionnaire was conducted with 46% of the Xhosa-speaking caregivers. 
Their average age was 44 years, and 53% reported completing secondary school as their highest 
educational level. None of the caregivers had tertiary education qualifications. On average, 
caregivers reported having one picture book in their homes (range = 0–4). Additionally, 47% 
of caregivers said they had no children’s books at home, while 53% had between one and four. 
Regarding time spend on home learning activities, 66% reported that they spend no time with 
their children, 66% never read books to them, and 62% never tell stories. 
 
2.3 Narrative assessment procedure 
Participant narratives were elicited by assessors that were trained by the authors in the use of 
MAIN during a one-day workshop prior to the assessments. The workshop included theoretical 
orientation about MAIN, demonstrations, role-playing, and problem-solving exercises, with 
opportunities to ask questions. The assessors were all native speakers of Xhosa and Afrikaans 
and conducted the assessments in the participants’ first languages. 
 Assessments took place in quiet rooms at the ECD centres. All narratives were audio-
recorded using Samsung Galaxy Tab A7 Lite 8.7 tablets. To enhance the clarity of recordings 
and transcription accuracy, Logitech H111 headsets with microphones were used. The 
microphones, positioned near the mouth, were loosely fitted around the children’s necks. After 
each testing day, the recordings were uploaded to an encrypted OneDrive folder for backup and 
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analysis. This process allowed us to monitor the data collection process and ensure adherence 
to testing protocols. 
 The Cat and Dog stories were used in the story generation mode following the 
standardized MAIN procedure (Gagarina et al., 2019). Half of the children were tested with the 
Cat story, and the other half with the Dog story. Assessments began with a warm-up question. 
The picture sequence was presented to the child without the examiner seeing it in the prescribed 
fold-out manner to mitigate joint attention and shared knowledge effects. Participants first 
viewed all six pictures to familiarise themselves with the story, then narrated it two pictures at 
a time. After storytelling, the 10 comprehension questions were asked. Each assessment 
followed the same procedure and lasted about 15 minutes. 
 
2.4 Data transcription, coding and analysis 
All narratives were transcribed and analysed for story structure components (SS), internal state 
terms (ISTs), and structural complexity (SC) following the MAIN protocol and guidelines 
(Gagarina et al., 2012; 2019). The SS components (setting, IST as initiating event (IE), goal, 
attempt, outcome, IST as reaction (R)) were coded for each of the three episodes in the story. 
Each participant’s total score, out of a maximum of 17, was recorded on the test form. For ISTs, 
all perceptual state terms (e.g., see, hear), physiological state terms (e.g., hungry, hurt), 
consciousness terms (e.g., alive, awake), emotion terms (e.g., hungry, angry), mental verbs 
(e.g., want, decide), and linguistic verbs (e.g., say, call) in their narratives were recorded. 
 To analyse SC, we used the MAIN scoring protocol (Gagarina et al., 2019) and the 
Westby (2012) binary decision tree to classify each of the three episodes in the narratives into 
one of five levels of macrostructural complexity, ranging from least to most complex: 
No sequence: Contains none of the SS components, or only IE and/or R, or either an attempt 
(A) or outcome (O), but not both A and O (and no goal). 
 

i. AO: Includes both A and O components in an episode, but no goal (G) (Reaction 
sequence). 

ii. G: An isolated G statement (Abbreviated episode). 
iii. GA or GO: G is linked to either A or O in an episode, but not both (Incomplete episode). 
iv. GAO: G is linked to both A and O in an episode (Complete episode). 
v. The SC for each participant was recorded as the highest level of macrostructural 

complexity reached across the three episodes. 
 
Following the guidelines by Hedberg and Westby (1993), Hughes et al. (1997) and the Westby 
(2012) binary decision tree, we also analysed the narratives in the ‘no sequence’ category 
qualitatively to provide more information about the developmental patterns and differences 
between the language groups. We coded narratives that contained labels and isolated 
descriptions (e.g., a cat, the boy has a stick, fish in the bucket) or a series of descriptions that 
are related but without chronological order or causal relationships (e.g., the dog jumps, he is 
big, he is brown) as descriptive sequences. Narratives that contained actions that were 
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chronologically ordered but not causally linked, were classified as action sequences (e.g., the 
cat jumps, then the butterfly flies, and then the boy walks by the river, then his ball fell in). 
 The MAIN comprehension section comprises 10 open-ended questions that assess 
understanding of the goals and ISTs in the stories. Additionally, one question assesses 
understanding of the overall story meaning and theory of mind. Each correct answer is awarded 
one point, with a total possible comprehension score of 10. Each participant’s comprehension 
score was recorded as the total number of correct responses out of a maximum of 10 for the 
comprehension questions. 
 The first author, a native speaker of Afrikaans and experienced in the use of MAIN, 
transcribed and analysed all the Afrikaans narratives from the recordings. The second author 
re-transcribed 12 randomly selected samples (10%) of the data and word-level agreement was 
99%, suggesting a high level of reliability. All samples (100%) were independently analysed 
by the second author and interrater agreement for story structure score was 88%, for narrative 
comprehension 98%, for ISTs 96%, and for structural complexity 91% agreement. 
Disagreements were resolved through consultation. 
 A research assistant fluent in Xhosa transcribed the narratives from the recordings. All 
the transcriptions and coding decisions were then verified by a second research assistant, a 
native speaker of Xhosa who is familiar with different dialects spoken in rural areas. 
Disagreements were resolved by consulting with a third native speaker of Xhosa until all 
disagreements were resolved. 
 Statistical analysis was conducted using Ime4-package in R. Statistical significance was 
determined using a 5% significance level (p < .05) as the guideline. A Type III ANOVA was 
used to evaluate the significance of differences between factors and their interactions, while 
Cohen’s d was calculated to measure effect sizes. 
 
3 Results 
In this section we first present descriptive statistics and comparisons between the Afrikaans- 
and Xhosa- speaking groups regarding story structure, comprehension, inclusion of internal 
state terms, and macrostructural complexity. We also examine the effects and interactions 
between language groups and stories for these variables to determine if there were significant 
differences between the groups and if the story influenced the narrative performance. Finally, 
we compare our findings with other studies that used the story generation mode to assess MAIN 
performances in monolingual children aged 4–5 years. 
 
3.1 Story structure 
The story structure (SS) scores for the two language groups are shown in Table 1. The scores, 
out of a maximum of 17, were generally low and 16% of the Afrikaans group and 29% of Xhosa 
group scored 0 out of 17. 
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics for the story structure score (mean, SD, range) by language group 

Group   M SD Range 
Afrikaans    2.7 2.0 0 – 8 
Xhosa    1.9 1.7 0 – 7 

 
A 2 x 2 (language group x story) Type III ANOVA showed that language group significantly 
affected the SS scores, F(1, 224) = 12.06, p < .01, with the Afrikaans group scoring higher than 
the Xhosa group. However, there was no significant main effect of story, F(1, 224) = 0.21, p = 
.65, nor a significant interaction between language and story, F(1, 224) = 0.10, p = .75. A post 
hoc analysis showed a medium effect size for the difference between the two language groups 
(Cohen’s d = 0.7). 
 
3.2 Macrostructural components 
To explore the significant differences in SS scores between the Afrikaans and Xhosa groups we 
examined the distribution of macrostructural components in their narratives. The proportion of 
each type of macrostructural component, excluding the Setting, in all three episodes in the 
participant narratives is shown in Figure 1. 
 

 
 Figure 1: Distribution of story structure components in all episodes by language group. 

 
Each participant had three opportunities to produce each SS component, which means the 
reported proportions are cumulative accounts for the total number of components across all 
episodes. Similar patterns were observed in the distribution of SS components in both groups, 
except for Outcomes (Afrikaans: 35%, Xhosa: 14%) and Internal States as Initiating Events 
(Afrikaans: 7%, Xhosa: 3%). 
 To further explore these patterns, we analysed the distribution of SS components per 
episode, as shown in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2: Distribution of story structure components in each episode by language group 

 
The Attempts across episodes were similar, but the Afrikaans group included considerably more 
Outcomes across all episodes. It appears that the Xhosa-speaking participants who included 
Attempts in the three episodes, did not link these with the Outcomes of the actions. The 
Afrikaans group (28%) also included twice as many Goals than the Xhosa group (14%) in 
Episode 1, but a similar proportion of Goals in episode 2 (Afrikaans: 11%, Xhosa: 15%) and 
episode 3 (Afrikaans: 9%, Xhosa: 12%). Less than 6% of participants included IS as IE or 
Reaction across episodes, except for episode 3 where 13% of the Afrikaans group included the 
IS as IE. In sum, the significant difference in SS scores between the two groups can be attributed 
to the Afrikaans group’s overall higher inclusion of Outcomes. 
 
3.3 Internal state terms 
All occurrences of ISTs, including repeated ones, were counted in the narratives. Table 2 
presents the mean (M), standard deviation (SD), and range for the number of ISTs included in 
the Afrikaans and Xhosa narratives. 
 
Table 2. Descriptive statistics for the number of ISTs (mean, SD, range) by language group 

Group   M SD Range 
Afrikaans    1.3 1.4 0 – 7 
Xhosa    1.1 1.8 0 – 10 

 
The occurrence of ISTs was low and 41% of Afrikaans and 56% Xhosa narratives contained no 
ISTs. A language group x story (2x2) Type III ANOVA revealed no significant main effects 
for language group, F(1, 224) = 0.70, p = .40, or story, F(1, 224) = .27, p = .60. Additionally, 
the interaction between language group and story was not significant, F(1, 224) = 0.08, p = .78. 
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3.4  Macrostructural Complexity  
The SC for each participant was recorded as the highest level of macrostructural complexity 
that they reached in any of the episodes, in other words, at least once in their narratives. The 
results of the proportion of SC levels attained by participants are displayed by language group 
in figure 3. 
 

 
Figure 3: Proportion of the participants who reached the different macrostructural complexity levels, by language 
group 

 
Most of the narratives of both groups consisted of ‘no sequences’ (Afrikaans: 41%, Xhosa: 
59%). The same proportion of children in both groups (7%) produced at least one complete 
episode (GAO-sequence) per narrative. Similar patterns for G only (Afrikaans: 16%, Xhosa: 
11%) and GA/GO (Afrikaans: 14%, Xhosa: 12%) were also observed. A notable difference was 
that for 22% of the Afrikaans compared to 12% of the Xhosa group, the AO-sequence (reaction 
sequence) was the highest SC level attained. 
 Our qualitative analyses of the narratives classified as ‘no sequence’, using the Westby 
(2012) decision tree classification and guidelines in Hedberg and Westby (1993), found that 
19% of Afrikaans and 24% of the Xhosa narratives were at the descriptive level. The remaining 
‘no sequence’ narratives, (Afrikaans: 22% and Xhosa: 35%) were at the action sequence level. 
These participants described actions in the stories in chronological order, but did not establish 
causal links between the actions or other story components. 
 
3.5 Story Comprehension 
Participants’ story comprehension (SC) scores are shown in Table 3. The scores, out of a 
maximum of 10, were generally low and 2% of the Afrikaans group and 8% of Xhosa group 
had no correct answers. 
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Table 3. Descriptive statistics for story comprehension (mean, SD, range) by language group 

Group   M SD Range 
Afrikaans    4.5 2.4 0 – 10 
Xhosa    2.9 1.9 0 – 9 

 
A language group x story (2x2) Type III ANOVA revealed a significant main effect for 
language group, F(1, 224) = 27.32, p < .01, indicating that the groups differed significantly with 
regard to story comprehension with higher scores in the Afrikaans group. Post hoc analyses 
indicated a medium effect size (Cohen’s d = 0.7). There was no significant interaction between 
group and story, F(1, 224) = 0.11, p = .74. 
 
3.6 Comparisons with previous studies 
In this section, we compare our findings with results from other MAIN studies involving 
monolingual children aged 4–5, using the Baby Birds/Baby Goats or Cat/Dog stories in the 
story generation (telling) mode.3 Descriptive data for story structure and comprehension scores 
from the four studies that met our criteria are presented in Table 4. Similar trends can be 
observed, such as higher scores for comprehension than story structure. A notable exception is 
Wehmeier (2019), which reported lower scores for comprehension than production. 
 
Table 4. Comparisons of MAIN story structure and comprehension scores in monolingual 4–5-year-old children, 
using story generation 

Study Participants 
(language, age) 

Story Story 
structure 
score / 17 

Story  
comprehension 
score /10 

Rodina 
(2017)4 

Russian (n=16)  
mean age 4;5  
(SD 0;4) 

Baby Birds/Baby Goats for 
story structure, Cat/Dog for 
comprehension 

M=7.2 
(SD 1.9) 
range 4 – 12 

M=7.5  
(SD 1.8) 
range 3 – 10  

Norwegian (n=16) 
mean age 4;5 
(SD 0;5) 

Baby Birds/Baby Goats for 
story structure, Cat/Dog for 
comprehension 

M=6.8  
(SD 1.7) 
range 4 – 10 

M= 7.9 
(SD 1.9) 
range 3-10 

Lindgren 
(2019) 

Swedish (n=17) 
mean age 4;4  
(SD 0;3) 

Baby Birds/Baby Goats M=5.2 
(SD 2.3) 
range 2 – 10 

M= 5.3 
(SD 2.5) 
range 1 – 9 

Lindgren 
(2022)5 

Swedish (n=17) 
mean age 4;4 
(SD 0;3) 

Cat/Dog M=4.7  
(SD 1.2) 
range 3 – 7 

M=7.1  
(SD 2.7) 
range 2 – 10 

Wehmeier 
(2019) 

German (n=56)  
mean age 4;7  
(SD 1;6) 

Baby Birds M=6.3  
(SD 2.1) 

M=3.8  
(SD 1.6) 

 
3 Only studies using the telling mode were included as significant differences have been found for story structure 
and story comprehension scores between telling, retelling and model story modes of elicitation (see Otwinowska 
et al., 2020; Roch et al., 2016; Wehmeier, 2019). 
4 In this study, comprehension questions immediately preceded production and may have had a priming effect on 
story structure. 
5 The participants in Lindgren (2022) were the same as in Lindgren (2019). 
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The present 
study 

Afrikaans (n=116) 
mean age 4;5  
(SD 0;3) 

Cat/Dog M=2.7 
(SD 2.0) 
range 0 – 8 

M=4.5 
(SD = 2.4) 
range 0 – 10 

 Xhosa (n=112) 
mean age 4;6 
(SD 0;3) 

Cat/Dog M=1.9  
(SD 1.7) 
range 0 – 7 

M=2.9  
(SD = 1.9) 
range 0 – 9 

 
As shown in Table 4, our participants’ average SS and comprehension scores were considerably 
lower, with a smaller range of scores, compared to participants in other studies. No participant 
in the studies by Lindgren (2019; 2022) or Rodina (2017) had zero scores for story structure 
and comprehension (Wehmeier did not report ranges). None of the studies included ISTs and 
thus no comparisons could be made for this measure. Due to methodological differences in 
scoring and reporting, we could also not make direct comparisons with the other studies 
regarding episodic complexity. 
 
4 Discussion 
The present study examined the narratives of monolingual Afrikaans- (n=116) and Xhosa-
speaking (n=112) children, aged 4-5 years, from low SES communities in South Africa. The 
narratives were collected using the Cat and Dog stories from the Multilingual Assessment 
Instrument for Narratives (MAIN; Gagarina et al., 2012; 2019) in the story generation mode. 
Our participants were randomly selected from ECD centres with similar low-range fees that 
receive child subsidies based on household income; a proxy used to determine child SES in 
South Africa. Our aim was to contribute to the existing data on narrative abilities in this age 
group, focusing on story structure, comprehension, the use of internal state terms, and 
macrostructural complexity. This study is the first to use MAIN to examine the narratives of 
children from low socio-economic communities in the Global South. 
 First, we provide an overview of our results and compare them with the findings of 
previous MAIN story generation studies on children of a similar age group (Lindgren, 2019; 
2022; Rodina, 2017; Wehmeier, 2019). The average story structure and comprehension scores 
of our participants were considerably lower compared to those of other language groups of the 
same age. The range of scores was also smaller, indicating less variability in the performances 
within our groups. In contrast to previous studies, some participants in both language groups 
had zero scores for story structure and comprehension. We found no differences between the 
Cat and Dog stories regarding story structure, the use of internal state terms, or story 
comprehension. 
 Regarding the types of story structure elements, our participants included more Attempt 
and Outcome statements than Settings, Goals and ISTs over all three episodes. This pattern was 
also observed in other studies (see Lindgren et al., 2023). One explanation is that Goals and 
ISTs are less overtly portrayed in the pictures and require more inferencing from the child, 
while Attempts and Outcomes are linked to observable actions happening in the story, and 
therefore more evident in the pictures (Lindgren et al., 2023). However, previous studies have 
shown that children in this age group mainly focus on concrete observable actions and physical 
causality between actions and are less aware of psychological causality and characters’ 
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intentions and goals. They seldom describe the thoughts, feelings, and perceptions of characters 
within a story and that the understanding of and mastery of internal state terms only occur later 
(Trabasso & Rodkin, 1994: Van den Broek et al., 1996; Westby 2012). This is confirmed by 
our analyses of all the ISTs included in the narratives, showing that 41% of Afrikaans and 56% 
of Xhosa narratives contained no ISTs. 
 The story complexity level for each participant was analysed as the highest level of 
macrostructural complexity that they reached in any of the episodes, in other words, at least 
once in their narratives. Most narratives were classified as ‘no sequences’, in other words, their 
narratives contained no story structure components, or ISTs as IE and/or R, or isolated Attempts 
or Outcomes. Unlike Lindgren (2019) we did not include narratives with a single G in the ‘no 
sequence’ category. We believe that the creation of a goal statement, even if it is not connected 
to other story elements, indicates that a child can infer a character’s intentions and goal-directed 
behaviour. Instead, we classified single Goals as abbreviated episodes, following the guidelines 
of Gagarina et al. (2012; 2019). From a macrostructural development perspective, these 
abbreviated episodes are considered more advanced than the ‘no sequence’ or AO levels. Our 
interest was in determining how many participants reached this level of macrostructural 
complexity. We found that similar proportions of our participants produced single G 
(Afrikaans: 16%, Xhosa: 11%) and GA/GO (Afrikaans: 14%, Xhosa: 12%). An interesting 
finding was that for 22% of the Afrikaans group, the AO-sequence was their highest 
macrostructural level, compared to 12% of the Xhosa group. The Attempts across episodes 
were similar for the two groups, but the Afrikaans-speaking participants included considerably 
more Outcomes across all episodes. It therefore appears that fewer Xhosa-speaking participants 
were able to infer causal links between Attempt and Outcomes. 
 Our qualitative analyses of the narratives in the ‘no sequence’ category, using the 
Westby (2012) decision tree classification, revealed that 19% of Afrikaans and 24% of Xhosa 
narratives were at the descriptive level. This indicates that the children did not make any 
inferences about the pictures or the storyline. Instead, they provided words or phrases to label 
and describe characters, actions, and objects, or offered a series of descriptions in no 
chronological order. This finding raises clinical concern, as the lack of inferences in their 
narratives may reflect difficulties in higher-level cognitive and linguistic processing required 
for cohesive storytelling. 
 Finally, we considered the differences between the Afrikaans and Xhosa groups. All 
participants were randomly recruited from similar ECD centres and according to the same SES 
indicators. We expected similar results in both groups because of the invariance of MAIN 
across languages that allows assessment of narrative skills in children from diverse linguistic 
backgrounds in a comparable way. The significantly higher scores of the Afrikaans-speaking 
group for story structure and comprehension were therefore unexpected. A possible explanation 
for the lower performances in the Xhosa-speaking participants could be differences in the home 
learning environment. The HLE questionnaires indicated that their main caregivers had lower 
education levels and spend less time with their children on learning and literacy activities. There 
were also fewer books in their homes and 47% of the respondents reported that there are no 
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books in their homes. We will explore correlations between HLE indicators and narrative 
performances in more depth in subsequent publications. 
 The influence of environmental and socio-economic influences on language and 
narrative development is well documented. Most of our participants came from impoverished 
communities. Our background information revealed a lack of books in their homes and that 
many caregivers seldom engage in activities that promote language and literacy with their 
children. Our participants had lower story structure and comprehension scores compared to 
participants in high-income countries in the Global North. Many of their narratives comprised 
of very basic descriptions without any inferences about the story content. Our findings also 
indicate that the significant performance differences between Afrikaans-speaking and Xhosa-
speaking participants may be attributed to variations in the home learning environment. We 
therefore conclude that home learning environment and low SES factors affected our 
participants’ narrative competence substantially, highlighting the urgent need for early 
identification of and targeted interventions to support language development in disadvantaged 
communities. 
 Our study would have been enhanced by also including Afrikaans and Xhosa-speaking 
participants from higher SES environments. This would help to further disentangle the roles of 
SES and home learning environment on narrative abilities. Previous studies have shown that 
narrative ability levels improve substantially between the ages of 3 and 7 years (Khan et al., 
2016; Lindgren, 2019, 2022; Trabasso et al., 1992). A longitudinal study design, following our 
participants over time, would also have provided deeper insights into their narrative abilities 
and developmental patterns. We recommend that more MAIN studies include low SES 
participants to provide information about the impact of SES and home learning environmental 
factors on narrative competence and development. 
 
References  
Applebee, A. (1978). The child’s concept of a story: Ages 2 to 17. University of Chicago Press. 

Babayiğit, S., Roulstone, S., & Wren, Y. (2021). Linguistic comprehension and narrative skills predict reading 
ability: A 9-year longitudinal study. British Journal of Educational Psychology, 91(1), 148–168. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjep.12353 

Bohnacker, U. (2016). Tell me a story in English or Swedish: Narrative production and comprehension in bilingual 
preschoolers and first graders. Applied Psycholinguistics, 37(1), 19–48. 
https://doi:10.1017/S0142716415000405 

Burris, S. E., & Brown, D. D. (2014). When all children comprehend: Increasing the external validity of narrative 
comprehension development research. Frontiers in Psychology, 5, 1–
16. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2014.00168 

Cain, K., O’Carroll, S., Oakhill, J., Klop, D., Visser, M., Smith, A., & Swart, A. (2024). Exploring the impact of 
a story-based teacher training programme on language and early literacy in 4- and 5-year-olds. Child 
characteristics, and teacher, classroom and home variables that predict improvements in language and 
literacy. Wordworks. 

Dawes, C., Biersteker, A., Girdwood, L., Snelling, L., & Horler, M. (2020). Early Learning Programme Outcomes 
Study Technical Report. www.innovationedge.org.za  

https://doi.org/10.1111/bjep.12353
https://doi:10.1017/S0142716415000405
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2014.00168
http://www.innovationedge.org.za/


Annelien Smith & Daleen Klop 

190 

Dawes, A., Snelling, M. & Biersteker, L. (2023). DataDrive2030 Home Learning Environment Tool Technical 
Manual. Datadrive2030. 

Dore, R. A., Purtell, K. M., Chen, J., & Justice, L. M. (2023). The Interplay among Parents’ Stress, Nonparental 
Childcare, and Child Language Development among Low-Income Toddlers. Early Education and 
Development, 34(6), 1447–1457. https://doi.org/10.1080/10409289.2022.2106767 

Fernald, L. C. H., Weber, A., Galasso, E., & Ratsifandrihamanana, L. (2011). Socioeconomic gradients and child 
development in a very low-income population: Evidence from Madagascar. Developmental Science, 
14(4), 832–847. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-7687.2010.01032.x 

Gagarina, N., Klop, D., Kunnari, S., Tantele, K., Välimaa, T., Balčiūnienė, I., Bohnacker, U., & Walters, J. (2012). 
MAIN: Multilingual Assessment Instrument for Narratives. ZAS Papers in Linguistics, 56, 1–140. 
https://doi.org/10.21248/zaspil.56.2019.414 

Gagarina, N., Klop, D., Kunnari, S., Tantele, K., Välimaa, T., Bohnacker, U., & Walters, J. (2019). Multilingual 
Assessment Instrument for Narratives – Revised Version. ZAS Papers in Linguistics, 62, 1–36. 
https://doi.org/10.21248/zaspil.63.2019.516 

Giese, S., Dawes, A., Tredoux, C., Mattes, F., Bridgman, G., van den Berg, S., Schenk, J., & Kotze, J. (2022). 
Thrive by Five Index Report Revised August 2022. www.thrivebyfive.co.za 

Golinkoff, R. M., Hoff, E., Rowe, M. L., Tamis-LeMonda, C. S., & Hirsh-Pasek, K. (2019). Language Matters: 
Denying the Existence of the 30-Million-Word Gap Has Serious Consequences. Child Development, 
90(3), 985–992. https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.13128 

Goodrich, J. M., Fitton, L., Chan, J., & Davis, C. J. (2023). Assessing Oral Language When Screening Multilingual 
Children for Learning Disabilities in Reading. Intervention in School and Clinic, 58(3), 164–172. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/10534512221081264 

Hall, K., Almeleh, C., Giese, S., Mphaphuli, E., Slemming, W., Mathys, R., Droomer, L., Proudlock, P., Kotze, 
J., & Sadan, M. (2024). South African Early Childhood Review 2024. Retrieved from 
https://www.ilifalabantwana.co.za 

Hart, B., & Risley, T. R. (1995). Meaningful differences in the everyday experience of young American children. 
Paul H Brookes Publishing Co. 

Hedberg, N., & Westby, C. (1993). Analyzing storytelling: Theory to Practice. Communication Skill Builders. 

Hjetland, H. N., Brinchmann, E. I., Scherer, R., Hulme, C., & Melby-Lervåg, M. (2020). Preschool pathways to 
reading comprehension: A systematic meta-analytic review. Educational Research Review, 20: 100323. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2020.100323 

Hoff, E. (2003). The Specificity of Environmental Influence: Socioeconomic Status Affects Early Vocabulary 
Development via Maternal Speech. Child Development, 74(5), 1368–1378. https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-
8624.00612 

Hoff, E. (2013). Interpreting the early language trajectories of children from low-SES and language minority 
homes: implications for closing achievement gaps. Developmental Psychology, 49(1), 4–14. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0027238 

Hughes, D., McGillivray, L., & Schmidek, M. (1997). Guide to narrative language: Procedures for assessment. 
Thinking Publications. 

Hulme, C., McGrane, J., Duta, M., West, G., Cripps, D., Dasgupta, A., Hearne, S., Gardner, R., & Snowling, M. 
(2024). LanguageScreen: The Development, Validation, and Standardization of an Automated Language 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10409289.2022.2106767
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-7687.2010.01032.x
https://doi.org/10.21248/zaspil.56.2019.414
https://doi.org/10.21248/zaspil.63.2019.516
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.13128
https://doi.org/10.1177/10534512221081264
https://www.ilifalabantwana.co.za/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2020.100323
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8624.00612
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8624.00612
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0027238


The narrative abilities of 4-year-old monolingual Afrikaans- and Xhosa-speaking children from low socio-
economic status environments in South Africa 

191 

Assessment App. Language, Speech, and Hearing Services in Schools, 55(3), 904–917. 
https://doi.org/10.1044/2024_LSHSS-24-00004 

Kendeou, P., van den Broek, P., White, M. J., & Lynch, J. S. (2009). Predicting Reading Comprehension in Early 
Elementary School: The Independent Contributions of Oral Language and Decoding Skills. Journal of 
Educational Psychology, 101(4), 765–778. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0015956 

Khan, K. S., Gugiu, M. R., Justice, L. M., Bowles, R. P., Skibbe, L. E., & Piasta, S. B. (2016). Age-related 
progressions in story structure in young children’s narratives. Journal of Speech, Language, and Hearing 
Research, 59(6), 1395–1408. https://doi.org/10.1044/2016_JSLHR-L-15-0275 

Larson, A. L., Cycyk, L. M., Carta, J. J., Hammer, C. S., Baralt, M., Uchikoshi, Y., An, Z. G., & Wood, C. (2020). 
A systematic review of language-focused interventions for young children from culturally and 
linguistically diverse backgrounds. Early Childhood Research Quarterly, 50, 157–178. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2019.06.001 

Lindgren, J. (2018). Developing narrative competence: Swedish, Swedish-German and Swedish-Turkish children 
aged 4–6. Acta Universitatis Upsaliensis. 

Lindgren, J. (2019). Comprehension and production of narrative macrostructure in Swedish: A longitudinal study 
from age 4 to 7. First Language, 39(4), 412–432. https://doi.org/10.1177/0142723719844089 

Lindgren, J. (2022). The development of narrative skills in monolingual Swedish-speaking children aged 4 to 9: a 
longitudinal study. Journal of Child Language, 49(6), 1281–1294. 
https://doi.org/10.1017/S030500092100057X 

Lindgren, J., Tselekidou, F., & Gagarina, N. (2023). Acquisition of narrative macrostructure: A comprehensive 
overview of results from the Multilingual Assessment Instrument for Narratives. ZAS Papers in 
Linguistics, 65, 111–132. https://doi.org/10.21248/zaspil.65.2023.111-132 

Moses, E., & van der Berg, S. (2023). Evaluating the demand, supply and impact of early childhood development 
programmes in South Africa. Development Southern Africa, 40(6), 1153–1173. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/0376835X.2023.2198555 

Oakhill, J. V., & Cain, K. (2012). The precursors of reading ability in young readers: Evidence from a four-year 
longitudinal study. Scientific Studies of Reading, 16(2), 91–121. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/10888438.2010.529219 

Otwinowska, A., Mieszkowska, K., Białecka-Pikul, M., Opacki, M., & Haman, E. (2020). Retelling a model story 
improves the narratives of Polish-English bilingual children. International Journal of Bilingual Education 
and Bilingualism, 23(9), 1083–1107. https://doi.org/10.1080/13670050.2018.1434124 

Pace, A., Luo, R., Hirsh-Pasek, K., & Golinkoff, R. M. (2017). Identifying pathways between socioeconomic 
status and language development. Annual Review of Linguistics, 3, 285–308. 
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-linguistics-011516-034226 

Peterson, C., & McCabe, A. (1983). Developmental psycholinguistics: Three ways of looking at a child’s narrative. 
Plenum Press. 

Raikes, A., Rao, N., Yoshikawa, H., Cohrssen, C., Behrman, J., Cappa, C., Devercelli, A., Lopez Boo, F., McCoy, 
D., Richter, L. (2023). Global tracking of access and quality in early childhood care and 
education. International Journal of Child Care and Education Policy, 17(1), 1–23. 
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40723-023-00116-5 

Roch, M., Florit, E., & Levorato, C. (2016). Narrative competence of Italian-English bilingual children between 5 
and 7 years. Applied Psycholinguistics, 37(1), 49–67. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0142716415000417 

https://doi.org/10.1044/2024_LSHSS-24-00004
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0015956
https://doi.org/10.1044/2016_JSLHR-L-15-0275
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2019.06.001
https://doi.org/10.1177/0142723719844089
https://doi.org/10.1017/S030500092100057X
https://doi.org/10.21248/zaspil.65.2023.111-132
https://doi.org/10.1080/0376835X.2023.2198555
https://doi.org/10.1080/10888438.2010.529219
https://doi.org/10.1080/13670050.2018.1434124
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-linguistics-011516-034226
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40723-023-00116-5
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0142716415000417


Annelien Smith & Daleen Klop 

192 

Rodina, Y. (2017). Narrative abilities of preschool bilingual Norwegian-Russian children. International Journal 
of Bilingualism, 21(5), 617–635. https://doi.org/10.1177/1367006916643528 

Romeo, R. R., Flournoy, J. C., McLaughlin, K. A., & Lengua, L. J. (2022). Language development as a mechanism 
linking socioeconomic status to executive functioning development in preschool. Developmental Science, 
25(5), 1–12. https://doi.org/10.1111/desc.13227 

Schick, A., & Melzi, G. (2010). The development of children’s oral narratives across contexts. Early Education 
and Development, 21(3), 293–317. https://doi.org/10.1080/10409281003680578 

Stein, N., & Glenn, C. (1979). An analysis of story comprehension in elementary school children. In R. Freedle 
(Ed.), New directions in discourse processing 2 (pp. 53–120). Ablex. 

Stein, N., Folkman, S., Trabasso, T., & Richards, T. A. (1997). Appraisal and Goal Processes as Predictors of 
Psychological Weil-Being in Bereaved Caregivers. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 72(4), 
872–884. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.72.4.872 

Trabasso, T., & Nickles, M. (1992). The Development of Goal Plans of Action in the Narration of a Picture Story. 
Discourse Processes, 15, 249–275. https://doi.org/10.1080/01638539209544812 

Trabasso, T., & Rodkin, P. C. (1994). Knowledge of Goal Plans: A Conceptual Basis for Narrating Frog, where 
are you? In R. A. Berman & D. I. Slobin (Eds.), Relating events in narrative (pp. 85–106). Psychology 
Press. 

Trabasso, T., Stein, N. L., Rodkin, P. C., Munger, M. P., & Baughn, C. R. (1992). Knowledge of Goals and Plans 
in the On-line Narration of Events. Cognitive Development, 7, 133–170. https://doi.org/10.1016/0885-
2014(92)90009-G 

van den Broek, P., Lorch, E. P., & Thurlow, R. (1996). Children’s and adult’s memory for television stories: The 
role of causal factors, story-grammar categories, and hierarchical level. Child Development, 67, 3010–
3028. https://doi.org/10.2307/1131764 

Wehmeier, C. M. (2019). Development of narrative macrostructure in monolingual preschoolers in Germany and 
impact of socio-economic status and home literacy environment. ZAS Papers in Linguistics, 62, 52–75. 
https://doi.org/10.21248/zaspil.62.2019.443 

Westby, C. E. (2012). Assessing and remediating text comprehension problems. In A. G. Kamhi & H. W. Catts 
(Eds.), Language and reading disabilities. (3rd Ed., pp. 163–225). Pearson. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1367006916643528
https://doi.org/10.1111/desc.13227
https://doi.org/10.1080/10409281003680578
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.72.4.872
https://doi.org/10.1080/01638539209544812
https://doi.org/10.1016/0885-2014(92)90009-G
https://doi.org/10.1016/0885-2014(92)90009-G
https://doi.org/10.2307/1131764
https://doi.org/10.21248/zaspil.62.2019.443

	The narrative abilities of 4-year-old monolingual Afrikaans- and Xhosa-speaking children from low socio-economic status environments in South Africa
	1 Introduction
	1.1 Early narrative development
	1.2 Environmental and socio-economic influences on narrative development
	1.3 The present study
	2 Method
	2.1 Ethical considerations
	2.2 Participants
	2.2.1 Home Learning Environment
	2.3 Narrative assessment procedure
	2.4 Data transcription, coding and analysis
	3 Results
	3.1 Story structure
	3.2 Macrostructural components
	3.3 Internal state terms
	3.4  Macrostructural Complexity
	3.5 Story Comprehension
	3.6 Comparisons with previous studies
	4 Discussion
	References

