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Chapter 1  Searching for precursors of narrative ability: 
introduction

1.1  The significance of narratives

Stories play a major role in life. We enjoy them: the brilliant novel we read, the 
gripping story we see in the movies. There are the personal stories too that we tell each 
other at the dinner table about what happened to us during the day at work and school. 
There are spoken and there are written narratives. We can listen to them, read them, 
watch them. Storytelling appeals, as argued by Boyd (2009), to our social intelligence. 
It arises out of our interest in monitoring one another. Our capacity to comprehend 
events underlies our capacity for story. Constructing and sharing stories is an inherently 
social activity; a story involves a narrator and an audience. Stories or ‘narratives’ fulfill 
communicative, social, emotional and aesthetic functions in our lives. They can be very 
informal or highly formal, based on reality or fiction. The ability to use all these different 
types of narratives has to be learned and involves many different skills.

This study is about the development of narrative ability in children.  Children are 
exposed to and engaged in narratives from an early age. Their growing ability to create 
extended texts, spoken as well as written, is a major linguistic development between 
ages four and twelve. Linguistically, children move from organizing words within a 
sentence to organize sentences into a coherent, hierarchical discourse, necessary for 
telling a narrative. It will take years before children manage to tell a comprehensible, 
well-structured story on their own, without support. 

Narratives, and the ways adults support and encourage narratives in their 
interactions with children, are culture dependent. Some cultures place the most 
emphasis on an oral tradition of narrative as in Native American societies or Gypsy 
groups in Eastern Europe; other societies focus on literacy and thus written narratives 
(Sherzer, 1987; Čvorović, 2006). The ways in which adults engage with children are 
based on broader cultural beliefs and practices and narrative styles vary considerably. 
Considerable differences have been found between European or American families 
on the one hand and Afro American or Hispanic children in the United States on the 
other; differences between European and Asian families such as Japanese or Chinese 
families are also large (McCabe, 1996; Minami, 2001; Fivush, Haden, & Reese, 2006; 
Wang, 2007; Melzi, Schick & kennedy, 2011). In literate societies reading books, at least 
using picture books to label objects and describe events, often starts in the first year 
of life.  At school the emphasis shifts from the spoken story, the oral narrative, to the 
written modality. Listening to story books will be replaced more and more by textbook 
comprehension and the drafting of texts. By the end of the elementary school period 
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the child is expected to be able to write paragraph-length expositions and stories (Snow, 
Burns & Griffin, 1998). 

Adult-child interaction at home has been shown in general to be related to later 
language development. Beneficial factors appear to be a literate home setting, and 
the presence of books (De Blauw, 2005; Sénéchal & Young, 2008; Henrichs, 2010). In a 
longitudinal study, the so called home-school study (Dickinson & Tabors, 2001; Dickinson 
& Porche, 2011), positive relationships have been shown between spontaneous talk at  
age three, four and five and later language ability at school. Specifically with respect 
to narratives, Beals (2001) found the amount of narrative talk at home to be related 
to children’s initiating behaviour in telling their own narratives at age five. Aspects of 
children’s home environment found to be important were home support for literacy 
and frequent interaction with the children. These aspects were related to how children 
scored on kindergarten tests on emergent literacy and narrative development.  

In recent years, much research has focused on the importance of narrative skills for 
school achievement. The oral narrative is regarded the gateway to language and literacy 
and a good predictor of academic performance (Tannock, Purvis, & Schachlar, 1993; 
Snow et al., 1998; New Standards, 2001; Curenton & Lucas, 2007; Scarborough, 2009; 
Scheele, Leseman, Mayo, & Elbers, 2012). Children who have good oral narrative skills 
have been shown to have better reading abilities than those with less well developed 
oral narrative skills (Bishop & Edmundson, 1987; Chang, 2006; Dickinson & Porche, 
2011). The assessment of oral narrative skills as a ‘window to children’s expressive 
language development’ Wenner, Burch, Lynch & Bauer, 2008) has also become an 
established method to assess advanced language skills. Narratives form an important 
component in the assessment of children with language impairment and multilingual 
children (Pearson, 2002; Uccelli & Paez, 2007; Duinmeijer, de Jong & Scheper, 2012; 
Gagarina et al., 2012). 

Considering the importance of narrative skills for later development and school 
achievement it is highly relevant to establish how they develop, specifically which 
aspects of development are beneficial for the emergence of good narrative skills. This 
study will therefore search for potential precursors in the first four years of life in 
relation to narrative ability at age seven. 

1.2  Theoretical framework: the pragmatics of connected discourse

This investigation in the precursors of narrative ability draws its inspiration from 
the theoretical framework on the pragmatics of connected discourse, provided by Ninio 
and Snow (1996). Connected discourse refers to ‘a lengthy part of language of several 
utterances’. Connected discourse emerges from conversations between children and 
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their caretakers. Ninio and Snow (1996: 172) put it as follows:

‘Young children are capable of participating in connected discourse because of the nurturant 

support of adult conversational partners; tiny units of topic-centered discussions that emerge 

from discussions of joint foci of attention develop in length and complexity and eventually 

support a shift to discussions of more remote topics – topics related to the present, 

nonpresent topics, fantasy play, and abstract and hypothetical topics. Ultimately, these 

conversationally embedded stretches of discourse also free themselves from conversational 

support, and children develop the capacity to produce several turns in a row without prodding 

or feedback from the interlocutor; eventually, they are able to tell stories, give explanations, 

make arguments, and generate other forms of autonomous extended discourse.’

Key concepts in the approach as presented by Ninio and Snow will be reflected in 
the present study, for instance the role of the parent. Adults support young children in 
becoming conversational partners. In this study we will focus on parent-child interaction, 
studying both the behavior of parents and children. We will examine the relationship 
between parental behavior and child behavior in the early years but also consider how 
parental behavior is related to the children’s narrative ability at age seven years. 

In research phenomena that are important for later development are described 
as ‘precursors’. It is critical to distinguish precursors from causes or explanations of 
later development – precursors are simply correlates; they cannot be considered 
causes of later development but are rather associated conditions implicated in these 
developments (Snow et al., 1998). In the present study we will address precursors of 
narrative ability in early parent-child interaction. 

1.3 Case studies and longitudinal research

Searching for precursors demands detailed investigation and a precise description 
of development over time. Longitudinal research is therefore clearly the preferred 
methodology for the study of such a research question. Although it would be ideal to 
be able to follow a large group of children, in the time framework of this study it was 
only possible to follow three children. In these three children detailed investigation was 
possible as were precise descriptions of linguistic data over time. This study is based on 
three case studies, although the children will be compared to one another. Case studies 
have a respectable tradition; classic studies of the last century took this approach, 
for instance for German Stern and Stern (1907), for English Brown (1973), for Dutch 
Van Ginneken (1917). Dense data bases are currently also in favour for this kind of 
research question, for example Lieven, Behrens, Speares and Tomassello (2003). The 
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disadvantages of this approach are of course the limited generalizability and general 
applicability of the results. The great advantage however is the considerable amount 
of data that becomes available and the deeper insights to be gained which can lead to 
further research questions to be explored with greater numbers. 

The present study will analyse data obtained from an in-depth longitudinal study 
of two Dutch families (Section 3.1). For ten years the language acquisition of three 
children in two families was followed from the moment they were three months of age. 
They were video-recorded in interaction with their family members every three months 
(Section 3. 2). 

1.4 Outline of the book

Chapter 2 will review the research to date on the relationship between narrative 
ability and precursors in early parent-child interaction. Narrative ability as such will be 
discussed and split into three components. Three areas emerge as being relevant to 
investigate more thoroughly: parent-child engagement in nonpresent talk, children’s 
temporality development, and parental topic elaboration. These areas will be more 
deeply investigated and research questions formulated, as well as the expectations for 
the present study. 

Chapter 3 will explain the general methodology chosen in order to search for 
precursors of narrative ability.  A design was chosen combining spontaneous parent-
child interaction data between 1;9 and 3;9 and experimental data at age seven. 

The narrative ability of the three children as measured at age seven will be reported 
in Chapter 4 in order to provide the base-line for the exploration of the possible 
precursors. Three components of narrative ability (narrative productivity, narrative story 
structure and narrative complex language) will be assessed by means of narrative tasks 
and the analysis of spontaneously produced narratives. Conclusions will be drawn as to 
individual characteristics of narrative ability of the three children at age seven.

Chapter 5 will present quantitative data on the development of nonpresent talk 
(NPT) from age 1;9 to 3;9. NPT will be analyzed with a coding scheme designed for 
this study. Developments in four categories of NPT and sixteen subcategories will be 
compared. Child initiating behavior in NPT will also be analyzed. Individual differences 
between the children will be related to their narrative ability scores at age seven.

The expression of temporality in NPT from 1; 9 to 3; 9 will be next studied (Chapter 
6) as potential precursor of later narrative ability. Temporality development will be 
operationalized as verb use, tense marking and the use of temporal/ aspectual markers 
(TAMs). Developments will be related to the parental production of tense marking and 
the production of TAMs. Individual results will again be compared to narrative ability at 
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age seven.
In Chapter 7 the search for precursors of narrative ability will be continued focusing 

firstly on the role of parental elaboration during reminiscence.  Developments of two 
subcategories of NPT (NPT Past and NPT Know) are investigated. Child topic elaboration 
is also examined as potentially contributing to child’s narrative ability; this is a new 
aspect to be considered. The results will be related to narrative ability outcomes at age 
seven.

The search for potential precursors of narrative ability at age seven in NPT between 
1;9 – 3;9 will be summarized and discussed in greater depth in Chapter 8. Implications 
for future research promoting narrative ability at home and at school will be discussed.
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Chapter 2 Narrative ability and precursors in nonpresent talk 

2.1 What is a narrative? Definitions and subgenres

In order to measure narrative ability we need to know what a narrative is. Labov 
and Waletzky (1967) define a minimal narrative as a sequence of two restricted 
independent clauses that are temporally ordered. Adopted by Peterson and McCabe 
(1983) this definition has guided most linguistic approaches to the study of child 
narratives. Peterson and McCabe (1983) define narratives as distinguished from other 
kinds of discourse in that they relate events distributed over time. Berman and Slobin 
(1994: 1) define events as ‘dynamic interactions over time, between animate beings, in 
physical settings’.  A broader definition of narrative has been given by Ninio and Snow 
(1996). They define a narrative as a type of extended discourse, which is talk centered 
on a particular topic that extends over several utterances or conversational turns. This 
definition will be followed in this present study. In narratives at least two different events 
are described such that the relationship between them (temporal, causal, contrastive or 
other) becomes clear. 

Narratives are linked to tense marking. Clauses in a narrative are confined to the 
same time, space or theme, such as when a child says, “In art class today we made 
bunnies. But I made a cat.” Narratives are therefore descriptions of events or ideas 
that are logically related because they fall within the same time period, which is usually 
indicated by verb tense (Curenton & Lucas, 2007). Narrative as a genre of extended 
discourse can be divided in several subgenres (Ninio & Snow, 1996; Curenton & Lucas, 
2007): scripts, personal narratives and fantasy or fictional narratives. Scripts are 
narratives about what usually happens rather than about a specific incident. Scripts 
are among the earliest organized narrative forms it is possible to elicit from children 
and can be seen as a prerequisite to the emergence of real stories. A script is a general 
description of what usually happens in an event. Children as young as 14 months 
demonstrate general knowledge about the organization of familiar event sequences as 
displayed in imitation tasks (Hudson & Shapiro, 1991).  Scripted narratives are usually 
told in the present tense (see Example1 2.1).

(Example 2.1) A script

Adult:  do you know how we celebrate his birthday?

Child:  you need a cake and candles, and sing a song.

 

1   In this thesis examples will be indicated as ‘example’ when chosen by the author as referring 
to general linguistic knowledge. The notion ‘excerpt’ is also an example but specifically refer-
ring to data used in this study.
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The second subgenre is the personal narrative. Personal narratives include 
responses to parental queries, like ‘what happened in school today?’, as well as specific 
anecdotes about exciting, frightening, joyful, or otherwise reportable events, as 
illustrated in Example 2.2.

(Example 2.2) A personal narrative 

Child:  a monkey dropped apple

Adult:   yes, in the zoo we saw a monkey that dropped an apple he was eating. And what hap-

pened then?

Child: another monkey grabbed it and ran.

Personal narratives are typically told using the past tense. Personal narratives 
are the ones most subject to cultural influences because these narratives are about 
children’s actual experiences, and all personal experiences take place in a cultural 
context. Minami (2001) describes the personal narrative as a narrative that orders 
experience by making sense of the general flow of events in a person’s life. He further 
distinguishes two subgenres of the personal narrative: the ‘dialogic narrative’ (= the 
scaffolded narrative, normal in early adult-child interaction, see Example 2.2) and the 
’monologic narrative’ (= children’s narratives, not or minimally scaffolded by adults). 
Data from both subgenres  will be used  in this study. 

There is a link between narratives and memory. Goswami (2008) connects the 
personal narrative and episodic memory. Episodic memory is the retrieval of events 
and experiences from the past. Episodic memory is contrasted with semantic memory, 
our generic, factual knowledge about the world, such as knowledge of concepts and 
language.  In this study these two concepts will be distinguished and separately analysed 
as ‘talking about past events (NPT Past) and talking about knowledge (NPT Know), as 
will be explained in Section 5.2.1 and Section 7.2.1. The third narrative subgenre is the 
fantasy or fictional narrative. The fantasy narrative provides the structure for much of 
children’s play (see Excerpt 2.3), although early fantasy play often comprises enacting 
scripts (playing house, playing doctor) rather than plots. 

(Excerpt 2.3) Fantasy narrative example (Stijn, 2;9 )

Child:   ik ben Sinterklaas. Jij bent Zwarte Piet

 ‘I am Saint Nicolas. You are Black Peter’

Adult:  okay, hou ik het paard vast. We zijn op het dak he?

 ‘all right, I will hold the horse. We are on the roof, aren’t we?’

Child: ja 

 ‘yes.’
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Young children growing up in literate cultures are exposed to fantasy or fictional 
narratives through the books their parents read to them, as well as through television, 
films and oral story telling. Children’s ability to tell a fictional narrative is based on 
whether they can efficiently weave together a plot that is based on events that are 
psychologically relevant to the characters of the story (Curenton & Lucas, 2007). The two 
narratives most studied are the personal narrative, and the fantasy or fictional narrative. 
Least studied is the developments of scripts. 

2.2 Components of narrative ability and narrative development

In the present study a multilevel approach to narrative ability will be followed, 
focusing on three components of narrative ability:  narrative productivity, narrative story 
structure and narrative complex language. Narrative productivity refers to the length of 
narratives, elicited as well as spontaneously produced. It also includes the number 
of spontaneously produced narratives. Narrative story structure refers to the ability 
to produce a comprehensible, cohesive and well-structured story, whether elicited 
or spontaneously produced. Narrative complex language refers to the complexity of 
language in narrative extended discourse, elicited as well as spontaneously produced. 
Most research has focused on narrative ability in terms of narrative story structure, as 
demonstrated in Peterson and McCabe (1983), Berman and Slobin (1994), and Roelofs 
(1998). Other research sometimes refer to microstructure and macrostructure, e.g. 
Gagarina et al. (2012). The productivity component of narrative ability is often only 
implicitly reported on, and the least studied component is complex language. In this 
study these three components will be explicitly distinguished and investigated.

Narrative development in children has been extensively studied, in spontaneously 
produced child language and especially in child narratives elicited by adults. Most 
research pinpoints the start of the personal narrative around the age of two (Sachs, 
1983; Eisenberg, 1985). Whereas three-year-olds’ narratives are often simple narratives, 
with just two events connected, those of four-year and older children become far more 
diverse (Peterson & McCabe, 1983; Berman & Slobin, 1994; Roelofs, 1998). Children’s 
narratives thus increase in length (narrative productivity), and they become more cohesive 
and well-structured (narrative story structure), In becoming more cohesive the children 
start to use more complex sentences (narrative complex language). Most insights into 
the development of narrative ability are based on studies from Peterson and McCabe 
(1983), Bamberg (1987) and Berman and Slobin (1994), and specifically for Dutch on 
Roelofs (1998), Verhoeven and Strömqvist (2001), Blankenstijn and Scheper (2003), 
ketelaars (2010), ketelaars, Cuperus, Jansonius and Verhoeven (2010), Duinmeijer, 
de Jong and Scheper (2012).  Peterson and McCabe (1983) extensively described the 
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development of the personal narrative, as did Hudson and Shapiro (1991), Fivush, Haden 
and Adam (1995) and Nelson and Fivush (2004).  Berman and Slobin (1994) focused on 
the development of the fantasy or fictional narrative. When comparing the descriptions 
of the developmental trajectories of these two narrative genres similarities in the 
developments become evident, as will be shown in the following sections.

2.2.1 The personal narrative

One of the first, and most extensive studies of the development of the personal 
narrative was carried out by Peterson and McCabe (1983). They collected over 1000 
narratives about personal experience produced by 96 English speaking children 
between ages 3;6 and 9;6. In their study all children were given verbal prompts by an 
experimenter, embedded in a conversation. The narratives were elicited by asking the 
children questions about exciting issues such as car accidents or trips to a doctor. The 
general procedure outlined by Labov (1972) was followed. All children were given the 
same prompts. Although three-year-olds showed the ability to talk about events and to 
infer relations between situations in linking them together, they were not yet proficient 
storytellers. The youngest children often had more difficulty in making the leap from 
the given prompts to telling their own experiences. Older children could more easily 
produce a narrative of their own. Both narrative productivity, the ability to produce 
narrative extended discourse, as well as narrative story structure, the ability to produce 
cohesive and structured stories, were thus addressed in Peterson and McCabe’s analysis. 
Per child the three longest narratives were submitted to several analyses of discourse 
structure. In terms of narrative productivity, the children’s narratives became longer with 
age over the period 3;6 - 9;6. Partially this occurred because they increasingly provided 
a more finely differentiated view of their feelings about their experience as well as the 
context.  The story structure became more complex and better structured since the 
children increasingly provided abstracts at the beginning (announcing what will follow) 
and codas at the end. They developed from less leap-frogging (that is omitting linking 
events) and ending at the high point to more well-structured conventional narration. 
With regard to complex language the younger children used predominantly temporal 
relationships, both within and between structures (and then…and then), whereas 
older children increasingly expressed causality both within and between structures. 
Peterson and McCabe (1983) concluded that around age six there is a qualitative shift 
in children’s storytelling. Children became less repetitive and less dysfluent, implying 
that the acquisition of telling personal narratives extends over a period of many years.
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2.2.2  The fictional narrative

In the development of the fictional narrative, as for instance elicited using the well-
known Frog story task (see for English: Berman and Slobin, 1994; Pearson 2002; for 
Dutch: Blankenstijn & Scheper, 2003; Parigger, 2012), a common pattern of increasing 
cohesion and coherence has been found. Cohesion refers to well-formedness on the 
micro-level of individual clauses and adjacent clauses. Coherence refers to thematic 
organization on the macro-level of plot organization, in this study: the story structure.

In terms of narrative productivity most research reports that narratives become 
increasingly long with more being narrated per picture. Interestingly over the age range 
from  four to nine years Blankenstijn and Scheper (2003) found that the length of the 
elicited Frog Story in terms of utterances stayed around the same, although the number 
of grammatical errors declined by half (complex language). For story structure three-
year-olds label what they see in the picture and use predominantly the spatial framing 
of one picture after another, whereas five-year-olds rely on a more narratively motivated 
temporal schema of one event following another.  Nine-year-olds differ markedly from 
the five-year-olds in making explicit reference to the two key plot components of the 
plot (Frog story): the boy’s discovery that his frog is missing and his extended search for 
his missing pet. They also use more formulaic opening expressions, such as ‘once (upon 
a time) there was’, and ’it’s a story about...’.  Language becomes more complex with 
five-year olds demonstrating temporal anchoring of events. Chaining clauses is also 
typical (and, then, and then). In Dutch the number of embedded clauses substantially 
increases between 4 and 9 years of age (Blankenstijn & Scheper, 2003). Nine-year-olds’ 
increasingly refer to causal as well as sequential and other temporal relationships, using 
complex clauses, which is consistent with a more general development in the ability to 
relate the happenings shown in the pictures to background circumstances. 

In Pearson’s (2002) study the focus was on two aspects of narrative ability:  story 
structure and complex language. She compared the narrative ability of (monolingual 
and bilingual) second-graders (age seven and eight) and fifth-graders (age ten and 
eleven) using the fictional narrative of the Frog story. She found that the stories of the 
older children were in fact a little shorter in terms of number of utterances (productivity), 
while the mean length of utterances (MLU) went up (complexity). While initially narratives 
increase with age, ten and eleven years olds apparently are able to convey more 
information more efficiently within one utterance. 

Gutièrrez-Clellen (2003) compared spontaneous narratives and elicited production 
of narratives and found that children performed significantly better on spontaneous 
narrative production (on the components narrative productivity and narrative story 
structure) than on story recalls, suggesting that narrative assessments may pose different 
demands on speakers. Narrating in the presence of a picture book seems to offer a high 
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level of scaffolding via the contextualized pictures that facilitates performance for all 
narrative skills. Examining narration with context might mask difficulties that arise in  
less contextualized discourse.

 

2.3 Potential precursors of narrative ability

Searching for the first signs of narrative ability in young children a considerable 
amount of research has been focusing on (1) the impact of discussing the nonpresent 
(Ninio & Snow, 1996; Beals, 2001; Uccelli, Hemphill, Pan & Snow, 2005), (2) children’s 
ability to express temporality (Berman & Slobin, 1994; Hickmann, 2003; Uccelli, 2009) 
and (3) developing skills to elaborate on topics on past events (Reese, 1995; Fivush, 
Haden & Reese, 2006; Reese & Newcombe, 2006; Peterson & McCabe, 2004). In the 
following sections the focus will be on these three areas of research and their relation 
to the three narrative ability components. 

2.3.1  The role of nonpresent talk in later narrative ability

A theoretical framework for the role of nonpresent talk in later narrative ability 
was presented by Ninio and Snow (1996) linking the development of child’s narratives 
to context embeddedness in early language acquisition. Context embeddedness means 
that the conversation is in the-here-and-now, based on a joint perceptual focus, as for 
example a parent observing the actions of a child says: you cuddle your doggie. Yes. Isn’t 
he cute your doggie. Yes he is! Discussing nonpresent topics starts in the middle of the 
second year, moving away from the here-and-now. Discussing recent events precedes 
discussing nonpresent topics but the discussions of all topics start before age two. 
The outlined developmental progression reflects the main organizing principle of the 
speech-use system as described by them as developing in the first two years, namely 
the degree of context embeddedness. The more a discussion is contextualized or built 
on a joint perceptual focus, the earlier young children participate in that conversation 
verbally. Thus, perceptually present external objects and events are talked about 
earlier (e.g. the cat on the piano), than perceptually present but internal events (e.g. 
being afraid of the cat). Internal events are discussed earlier (e.g. being hungry), than 
immediately preceding or recent events (e.g. a person leaving the house). The latter 
are in turn discussed before invisible or absent objects, events in the distant past and 
future, or hypothetical or abstract states of affairs (e.g. the zoo, grandparents, summer 
holidays, the climate change).

Discussions of the nonpresent are, in the beginning, limited to concrete objects and 
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events and often rely on shared experiential, if not physical, context. This is illustrated 
in, for instance, a nineteen-month old child greeting her caretaker after a joint walk in 
the rain the day before declaring:  Nina wet (intending to communicate ‘I was wet rained 
yesterday when I was with you’). Despite cognitive and communicative limitations on 
children’s participation on discussions, they can nonetheless participate in all major 
types of discussion by the age of two years. Ninio and Snow (1996) present data from 
a longitudinal study of 52 parent-child pairs on the development of discussing the 
nonpresent. At 1;2 there was no nonpresent talk interaction used between the mothers 
and the children, although 17% of the parent-child pairs discussed topics related-to-
present.  At 1;8 in 27% of the mother-child pairs nonpresent talk occurred and in 50% 
of the pairs discussed topics related-to-present. At 2;8 51% of the pairs made use of 
nonpresent talk. Thus in this study the proportion of nonpresent talk as related to the 
total interaction time, increased between 1;2 and 1;8 from 0 to 51%. 

Based on Ninio and Snow (1996), Uccelli et al. (2005) investigated the influence 
of nonpresent talk interaction of 32 mother-child dyads at age 1;8 and 2;8 on two 
narrative genres at age five in an experimental setting with an experimenter. They 
distinguished ‘recent past’ from ‘past related to the present’ and specified nonpresent 
talk as discussions of:
(1) non-present people and objects; 
(2) non-observable thoughts, feelings, likes and dislikes; 
(3) recent events and accomplishments; 
(4) attributes or events related to an object in the here and now (= related-to-present-
talk). At age five the performances of the children on both personal narratives and 
fictional narratives were classified into better, average and poor productions of the 
elicited narratives, analysed on the basis of narrative story structure. It appeared that the 
more children were engaged in nonpresent talk at 1;8 and 2;8, the better narrators of 
personal experience they tended to be at age five. The same was true for the fictional 
narrative.  The more the children produced nonpresent talk at 1;8, the better fantasy 
narrators they tended to be at five years of age. That is, the more fantasy talk children 
produced early in life, the better they tended to perform in this particular dimension of 
fantasy narrative. In addition girls tended to outperform boys at age five. These findings 
indicate that participation in early discussions about the nonpresent positively influence 
overall performance in both personal and fantasy narration at age five. Note that 
narrative performance was measured in terms of narrative story structure only; narrative 
productivity and complex language were not measured. The less successful 5-year–old 
fantasy narrators relied heavily on their adult partners to provide elements of the story 
structure. The least successful fantasy storytellers relied on physical enactment and 
did not make use of narrative tense marking. This implies that the performance of the 
least successful fantasy storytellers with their short and simple stories must also have 
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been low on narrative productivity and complex language. Uccelli et al. (2005) conclude 
that the more parents engage in nonpresent (and related-to-present) talk with their 
young children, the more opportunities children have to learn to represent past events, 
to report intentions, feelings and reactions, and to tie experience in one context to 
experience in another. These are all skills they believe to be critical to later autonomous 
narrative production. They claim that the more parents engage children in nonpresent 
talk, the better children perform on personal and fictional narratives at age five. In 
terms of their results they found that early child production of fantasy talk predicts 
a good narrative story structure at age five. Dickinson and Tabors (2001) found that 
nonpresent talk occurred more frequently in intensive parent-child interaction, such as 
eating together and playing together in contrast to settings focused on caregiving such 
as changing nappies, or dressing. The implication is that searching the settings in which 
nonpresent talk occurs might be relevant.

In the description above the definition of nonpresent talk from Ninio and Snow 
(1996) was primarily used. In fact there is no consensus on the precise meaning of 
nonpresent talk. Definitions of key concepts used in research greatly vary, as do the 
methods.  Reese (1995) used  past event talk as an operationalization of reminiscence 
and elicited this parental behavior by selecting three past events that occurred about 
four months prior to the discussion (see Section 2.1). In the longitudinal home-school 
study of language and literacy development of children at age three, four and five 
(Dickinson & Tabors, 2001) four specific forms of extended discourse types related to 
three conversational settings were identified: ‘non-immediate talk during book reading’, 
‘pretend talk during toy play’, and ‘narrative and explanatory talk during mealtimes’. 
In this last study (Cote, 2001) nonpresent talk was defined as discussions about past 
or future events and experiences, including narratives. Future events were included. 
De Haan, Sabee and Singer (2009) following Cote (2001) in a Dutch investigation on 
mealtimes in daycare centers used a broader definition of nonpresent talk, including 
other extended discourse phenomena such as ‘singing songs’. Henrichs (2010), linked 
nonpresent talk to a hierarchical scheme of abstract reasoning. Nonpresent talk 
reflected ‘reordering perception’ and ‘reasoning about perception’. 

2.3.2  The role of temporality development in later narrative ability

As argued by Berman and Slobin (1994) the expression of temporality is crucial for   
producing a narrative. In fact, temporality is inherent to narratives, and all definitions 
of narratives refer to temporality. Temporality in language can be expressed in many 
different ways: using grammatical morphemes such as tense/ aspect marking on verbs, 
or lexical items such as temporal/ aspectual adverbs, connectives and expressions 
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(e.g. yesterday, later, then), or applying discourse strategies, such as the sequential 
ordering of events in a narrative. Even though most languages make use of all these 
grammatical, lexical, and discourse devices for expressing temporality, the mappings 
between temporal notions and linguistic forms vary from language to language, making 
the development of temporality language-specific (Berman & Slobin, 1994; Hickmann, 
2003). Temporality within a narrative is defined by Berman and Slobin (1994:19) as:

‘the expression of the location of events on the time line, temporal relations between events, 

and temporal constituency of events (contour, phase) by means of: tense/aspect marking 

on verbs, lexical marking of aspect (particles, verbs, adverbs), temporal conjunction and 

subordination’. 

Brown (1973: 334), cited in Berman and Slobin, noted that appropriate use of the 
past begins with a small set of verbs that name events of brief duration, such as: fell, 
dropped, slipped, crashed, broke. In three-year-olds’ Frog-story narratives they found 
a lack of temporal anchoring. Half of the three-year-olds across languages manifest 
‘mixed’ tense usage, veering back and forth from present to past. It shows that 3-year-
olds have not yet established a unified narrative thread, in which grammatical tense 
serves to establish text cohesion and coherence, providing a temporal anchoring which 
is consistently distinct from time of speech. This contrasts with the older children who, 
from age five on, largely favour one tense, either present or past. Most of the five-year-
olds show clear signs of temporal organization: they choose grammatical tense as a 
linguistic marker of a narrative perspective on the task.

Uccelli (2009) studied the early acquisition of temporality in spontaneously 
occurring mother-child interaction at home in two Spanish-speaking children from 
age two to three. The children started to refer to past events as young as age 2;0. 
Veneziano and Sinclair (1995) found references to past events even well before the 
age of two, while their French-speaking children were still in the one-word-stage. The 
children, studied between 1;3 and 2;3, started with reference to the immediate past 
before reference to the earlier past. Uccelli (2009) found that initially, at age two, the 
frequency of using past tense verbs increased at a very slow pace, with low frequencies 
of past tense verbs and verb stems. There was minimal morphological variety in past 
tense usage. Within the highly complex Spanish verb paradigm, children focused then 
on mastering a basic form, i.e. perfective, to express past actions without explicitly 
marking other temporal relations. A salient change in the production of past tense 
verbs was found somewhat later, starting at ages 2;9 and 2;10 respectively: the verb 
form types increased considerably. In the Uccelli (2009) study both girls at age three 
had mastered the tense marking skills to produce narratives, and as Uccelli states: 
temporality is a crucial dimension of narrative. Uccelli focused on the acquisition of 
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temporality in narrative discourse from age two to three, however she did not relate 
temporality development to later narrative skills. Surprisingly there is in the literature 
in fact no information on the relationship between early temporality development and 
later narrative ability.  

As stated above, temporality can be marked through the tense system, if the 
language uses such a morphological marking,  and through the use of temporal 
markers. In the following sections the development of these two aspects of temporality 
will be described.  Firstly the tense marking system with specific reference to Dutch 
will be described (Section 2.3.2.1), followed by the development of temporal markers 
(Section 2.3.2.2).

2.3.2.1  The development of verb use and tense marking with specific 
reference to Dutch

It is important that verbs are produced in order to be able to mark temporality 
using morphological marking. This is a clear pre-condition. Dutch children produce 
verbs from an early age but many utterances are still without a verb even in the two-
word stage, that is past the age of two years (Bol & Kuiken, 1988). Behrens (1993) and 
Uccelli (2009) found the same for German and Spanish respectively. Dutch children 
have acquired the rule that a sentence requires a verb by age four since they then omit 
the verb in less than 4% of obligatory contexts (Verbeek, van den Dungen & Baker, 
2007). Once verbs are regularly produced, lexical verbs are frequently produced as root 
infinitives (see De Houwer & Gillis, 1998). Root infinitives lack a finiteness marker and 
the verb appears in infinitival form (Blom, 2007) as illustrated in Example 2.4. They have 
been found in other languages such as German (Behrens, 1993), and English (Boland, 
2006). Blom and Wijnen (2000) claim that root infinitives are most often used to express 
desires, give commands, or talk about the near future. Most root infinitives have a 
modal meaning. From the non-modal root infinitives 95% either refer to events that 
are on-going or denote present tense; only 5% of the non-modal root infinitives denote 
an event that took place prior to speech time. The implication is that root infinitives are 
rarely used to refer to past events (Blom, 2008: 49). Blom (2008) analyzed data from 
CHILDES (McWhinney, 2000). 

(Example 2.4) Example of root infinitive from a two year-old Dutch child, taken from the 

CHILDES database (Blom 2008: 1)

Jij  de  walvis  maken  Daan 2;04.28

You the whale make-inf

‘You make the whale’
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At age two tense marking starts with present tense singular and this form is used 
alongside root infinitives. According to Blom (2008), in the age range of two to three 
years, the development of finiteness can be related to the mean length of utterance. 
The increase of finite sentences is gradual. In the same period that root infinitives are 
used, children start using bare past participles (without the auxiliary hebben ‘have’), the 
compound past tense being the more frequently used than simple past. These so called 
root participles have a completed aspect denotation (Jordens, 1990). Many of these early 
Dutch root participles do not have the participial prefix ge-; the auxiliary verb is also 
missing; the participial suffix -t or -(e)n) is however expressed, see example (2.5). 

(Example 2.5) Example of an early past participle from a two year-old Dutch child from the 

CHILDES database (Blom, 2008: 48)

Jij  ook  maakt  Abel 2;02.19  (correct form= jij ook gemaakt)

You also make-part

‘You also made’

In other Germanic languages past participles are also produced in the same way, 
for example in German (Behrens, 1993). In English it is difficult to distinguish past 
participles at this stage from simple past forms however. 

The marking of future reference appears between 2;0 and 2;6 in Dutch (De Houwer 
& Gillis, 1998). Dutch uses an auxiliary to explicitly mark future tense, although present 
tense can correctly be used to refer to the future, often with a temporal adverb. The 
construction gaan + infinitive is often used for prospective/ inchoative or future meaning 
– compare the examples in Excerpt 2.6. Both are possible forms. De Houwer and Gillis 
(1998) argue that the use of the future auxiliary zullen (‘shall’/will’) is rare under age four.  

(Excerpt 2.6) Examples of future tense marking from Dutch children (the present study)

a.  Ik ga pinazie koken (Floor 2;9)

 ‘I go cook spinach’

b. Ik zal jullie spinazie koken (Hazel 2;9)

 ‘I shall cook you spinach’

According to De Houwer and Gillis (1998) children rarely use the simple past form 
in Dutch with lexical verbs before the age of 4;0 and then mainly in contexts of pretend 
play to indicate irrealis aspect. This tense is later associated with narrative contexts, as 
can be seen in an excerpt from the Frog Story (Example 2.7). 

(Example 2.7) Example of a simple past tense in the narrative of a four-year-old Dutch child 

(Roelofs (1998: 136)
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Ze kropen heel zacht over de boomstam heen, en toen zagen ze twee kikkers.

‘They crawl+past very quietly over the tree trunk and then they see+past two frogs’

(Marjolein: 4;4)

According to the literature (De Houwer & Gillis, 1998)  the past perfect, for example 
zij hadden gemaakt ‘they had made’ is also acquired after 4;0. 

As argued by all researchers of narrative ability  (e.g. Berman & Slobin, 1994; Uccelli, 
2009) the expression of temporality is vital for narratives.

2.3.2.2  The development of temporal/aspectual markers 

Uccelli’s (2009) study on Spanish temporality development was innovative in 
that it also carried out an extensive analysis of temporal/aspectual markers (TAMs) 
in children’s temporality expression. Her study is important for this present study 
since it will form the basis for part of the methodology and offers comparative data. 
Sebastián and Slobin (1994) found in three-year-old narrators aspectual markers such 
as ALREADY 2 to express result, and AGAIN to express recurrence, and so called ‘general 
sequencers’ such as THEN and AFTER, and WHEN to mark immediate anteriority or 
simultaneity. Other studies report the early appearance of deictic adverbs in Spanish 
as NOW, TODAY, TOMORROW (González, 1980; Hernández Pina, 1984). Uccelli (2009) 
found that the most common temporal/aspectual meanings in the Spanish of both of 
her children were temporal relations of posteriority, anteriority and simultaneity, such 
as for example THEN and AFTER and WHEN, and aspectual meanings of recurrence 
(AGAIN, ONCE MORE) and completion (ALREADY). As the use of past tense to report 
events was mastered at 2;9-2;10, the number of different temporal/ aspectual markers 
also increased. 

Uccelli (2009) found that the basic means in order to express temporality were 
acquired by the end of the third year allowing children “to construct narratives with 
explicit temporal relations” (p. 32). Translated to the three components of narrative 
ability distinguished in the present study, we infer that tense marking on verbs as well 
as TAMs are needed for narrative ability, in particular then narrative complex language.

2.3.3  The role of topic elaboration in later narrative ability

The third research area that is potentially relevant for later narrative development 
is topic elaboration in past event talk. Children’s recall of personally experienced events 

2  Capitals are used here to indicate the concepts indicated by the adverbs
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is initiated and practised in the context of parent-child interaction (Nelson & Fivush, 
2004). Caregivers often introduce topics and forms of conversation that are valued 
in their family and community, and they prompt their children to recall past personal 
experiences in culturally appropriate ways. It has been shown that two and three year 
old children tend not to recall memories of events without external scaffolding. The role 
of the adult appears therefore to be crucial. 

Central notions in the field of topic elaboration are: ‘past event talk’, defined 
as adult-child interaction focused on the recalling of personal past events, and 
‘reminiscence’: memorizing and telling about a past remembered event. For instance 
a mother asking her child: Do you remember what happened in the zoo last week? Topic 
elaboration is defined as the strategy used by conversational partners to extend the 
ongoing conversation on a specific theme (Fivush et al.,  2006).

Reese (1995) claims that the exposure to reminiscence scaffolds children’s ability 
to tell and understand narratives. She investigated characteristics in the language of 
the mother and the children in order to find effects on children’s later narrative skills 
at age 5;10.  Mother-child past event talk in 20 middle-class parent-child conversations 
at ages 3;4, 3;10, and 4;10 was elicited by selecting three past events that occurred 
about four months prior to the discussion. The mother and the child utterances were 
coded on four dimensions of decontextualization: a. elaborations (new information), 
b. associative talk (focus on world knowledge, e.g. a moustache is when….etc.), and 
relations to self/ other; c. metamemory, which focuses on the process of remembering 
(e.g. Oh the clown?! I had forgotten about the clown!), and d. other. She included children’s 
participation utterances operationalized as their unique provision and requests for 
memory information. The results revealed qualitative differences in the parent-child 
conversations about past events at ages 3;4, 3;10, and at 4;10 and during book-reading, 
thus measured in two settings, that positively predicted children’s developing language 
and literacy at age 5;10. Past event talk was, more than the book reading situation, 
the strongest predictor of early language and literacy at age 5;10. More precisely: 
the mothers’ past event talk between 3;4 and 4;10 predicted vocabulary and story 
comprehension at 5;10. The story comprehension task was focused on reconstructing 
the story told. Reese (1995) found that the more parents engage in past event talk at 
age three and four the better children score on narrative ability at age 5, interpreted 
as narrative story structure, because narrative productivity and complex language were 
not measured. Also children’s increasing participation in conversations emerged as a 
positive predictor of later performance, especially for their story comprehension and 
story production scores. Maternal past event narrative variables contributed the most 
to the variance in children’s story comprehension skills. 

Nelson and Fivush (2004) and Fivush et al. (2006) found that caretakers differ 
considerably in their reminiscing style and that the specific conversational style parents 
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adopt is related to what children remember about past events. Lange and Carroll (2003) 
found the same for children’s memory for fictional narratives. Reminiscing provides 
children with a training ground to learn narrative skills, is the claim of these researchers. 
Fivush et al. (2006) describe two patterns of parental conversational style: 

• High elaborative: parents (1) follow topics that their children introduce, (2) 
provide embellishment on points raised, (3) ask open-ended questions and 
wh-questions, and (4) encourage the children’s continued conversation, (5) 
confirm the child’s responses to facilitate the child’s reconstruction of past 
events. 

• Low-elaborative parents: (1) provide fewer embellishments, (2) probe for 
specific parts of a memory by using just a few questions or repeating questions 
so that the child would provide the answer the parent had in mind, (3) ask yes/
no and repetitive questions, and (4) tend to switch topics frequently. 

The study indicates that children of parents with a high-elaborative style recall 
more about personal life events than children of mothers with a low-elaborative style in 
conversations. Translated to the three aspects of narrative ability this means that a high 
parental elaborative style affects the child’s narrative productivity. Reese and Newcombe 
(2007), moreover, studying children’s narratives, found that a highly elaborative 
reminiscing style has a facilitating effect on children’s narrative ability. Parents who 
used a topic-extending approach when reminiscing with their children at approximately 
2;5 years of age had children who, a year later, told more sophisticated stories to 
an experimenter (Peterson & McCabe, 2004) and were more expansive storytellers 
(McCabe & Peterson 1991). Parental topic elaboration is therefore related to narrative 
story structure as well as to narrative productivity. 

Wenner, Burch, Lynch and Bauer (2008) expanded the literature on reminiscing 
by focusing on the connection between parents’ reminiscing and children’s production 
of fictional narratives based on pictures. After four- to nine-year-olds and their parents 
reminisced about past shared events, the children produced narratives based on 
wordless picture books with an experimenter. The results revealed that the overall 
quality of the fictional narratives correlated with the parents’ emphasis on orientation 
and evaluation. The claim is here that parental reminiscing behaviour is related to 
narrative story structure, especially in fictional narratives. 

 Peterson and McCabe (2004) mentioned individual variation in elaboration as 
an influence on children’s narrative ability (for which component was not specified). Two 
parents can be similarly elaborative and yet emphasize ‘different types of information’. 
They claimed that what children hear in conversations influences what they include in 
their own narratives. If, for example, parents typically emphasize contextual orientation 
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information (e.g., the who, where, and when of a story), their children’s personal narratives 
are likely to show the same. In contrast, if parents typically emphasize what happened 
in an event, their children are likely to do so as well. Sparks and Reese (2013) mentioned 
variance between cultures. They found in diverse and low-income samples that talk 
about behavior was a more frequent context for conversation than discussing shared 
and unshared past events. Talk about behavior played an important role in socializing 
children into the values of the community. 

That child characteristics may play a role in their own narrative development was 
suggested by Farrant and Reese (2000). They found that the attentiveness and interest 
in children at 1;6 in the reminiscence task predicts the mother’s memory question 
elaborations, which in turn predicts the child’s memory elaborations at 2;5 years of 
age. As analyzed by Reese (1995) children’s participation in conversations seemed to 
be related to their story skills. Reynolds and Evans (2009) studied the impact of being 
shy on narrative ability. They found differences in performance between 20 shy and 20 
matched non-shy children on the Frog story, in the sense that shy children spoke less 
than their non-shy peers and volunteered less story content. So there was an impact 
on their narrative productivity and their narrative story structure. Parents, however, did 
not differ in how they scaffolded their children’s speech turns, nor in the amount of 
semantic information they provided. Thus, these communicative differences were not 
accounted for by differential adult scaffolding.

Responsiveness to children’s needs may also be a factor influencing children’s 
narrative ability.  Recently Reynolds, kelly and Bailey (2013) found that parents that are 
better attuned to their children’s (aged three, four and five years old) changing ability 
in narrating gradually stop with supporting them and have children that are better 
independent storytellers. Mothers who continued to supply verbal support when not 
needed had a negative influence on the child’s independent storytelling development. 

Summarizing, in the research to date, effects have been found of parental topic 
elaboration on later child narrative ability. A parental high elaborative style, e.g. topic 
elaboration, favors children’s narrative skills, on narrative productivity and narrative 
story structure. Child elaboration has not been fully investigated.

2.4 Summary

Reviewing the literature it has to be concluded that there is no consensus on the 
definition of nonpresent talk. The implication of this non-consensus is that it is difficult 
to interpret results on the relationship between nonpresent talk and later narrative 
ability. Nonpresent talk will have to be redefined in this study (see Section 3.4.2 and 
Section 5.2). 
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The literature review also indicates that studies have often been narrow in their 
interpretation of narrative ability focusing on only one component. It will be important 
to consider the three areas: narrative productivity, narrative story structure and narrative 
complex language. 

Further, it is clear that the main focus has been on two of the subgenres of the 
narrative: the elicited personal narrative and the elicited fictional narrative. Apart from 
two studies (Beals, 2001; Snow & Beals, 2006) we know little of children’s narrative ability 
in their spontaneous speech. Moreover it is not known what the relation is between the 
three components of narrative ability in elicited narratives and in narratives produced 
in spontaneous speech. In the present study elicited narratives as well as narratives 
in spontaneous speech will be systematically researched on the three narrative 
components. 

The role of the parent has received some attention in previous studies but not 
over a wider range of variables. The importance of the role of the child and the impact 
of individual variety in children, has, apart from Reese (1995) not been investigated in 
depth. 

2.5    Precursors of narrative ability and nonpresent talk: general 
research questions

The aim of the current study is to identify precursors of narrative ability in early 
nonpresent talk in parent-child interaction. Based on research discussed in the 
previous sections three aspects have emerged as potential precursors: nonpresent 
talk in parent-child interaction, temporality development in the child, and elaboration 
in the adult input and in the child. Narrative ability will be analysed on three aspects: 
narrative productivity, narrative story structure and narrative complex language (see 
Chapter 4).The three potential precursors will be addressed in three separate chapters 
and explored using the following research questions:
1. What is the relationship between nonpresent talk and later narrative ability?
 This is addressed in Chapter 5.
 Nonpresent talk will be operationalised by considering two aspects:
 a. the frequency of nonpresent talk in parent-child interaction,
  b.  the amount of child initiation in nonpresent talk as related to parent initiation.

2.  What is the relation between early temporality development in nonpresent talk and 
later narrative ability? This is addressed in Chapter 6.

 Temporality will be operationalised by considering four aspects:
 a. the use of verbs
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 b. the rate of displaying  different tenses
 c. the correctness of tense marking
 d. the use of temporal/ aspectual markers.
  Children’s temporality development is investigated in interactional context and 

therefore the temporality aspects will not only studied in the language of the 
children, but also in the language of the parents.

3.  What is the relation between elaboration in nonpresent talk and later narrative 
ability? This will be investigated in Chapter 7.

 Elaboration will be considered by examining two aspects:
 a. amount  of parental elaboration
 b. amount  of child elaboration.

In the next chapter, Chapter 3, the general methodology for researching these 
questions will be described.



3
Methodology
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Chapter 3  Methodology

In Section 2.5 the research questions were set out in order to explore precursors 
of narrative ability. The subjects that participated in this longitudinal study will be 
discussed in Section 3.1. This will be followed by the details of the data collection 
(Section 3.2) and the data selected for further analysis (Section 3.3). The variables were 
operationalized in different ways, therefore only general remarks will be made about 
the analysis procedure (Section 3.4). 
 

3.1  Subjects

Three children and their parents were studied. They came from two families that 
were comparable in terms of a number of cultural, social and educational variables 
(SES). Both families were monolingual Dutch and they were both two-parent families. 
The parents were university-educated, dual-earners and all were actively engaged in 
the upbringing of their children. The children were in a day care center from the age 
of approximately two months up to the age of four years for two to three days a week. 
On the other days of the week either one of the parents, a grandmother or a babysitter 
cared for the children at home. The children were first-born. In both families a further 
child was born during the course of the study. 

3.1.1  Hazel, Floor and their family

Hazel and Floor3 were full term non-identical twin sisters, born at the end of 1999 
in a medium-sized city in the middle of the Netherlands. Hazel was born first and was 
during the period of investigation always somewhat taller and heavier than Floor.  At 
birth Floor was diagnosed with Turner syndrome, a chromosomal condition related to 
the X chromosome. It is characterized by normal intelligence but at risk for a selective 
deficit in the area of visuospatial processing, particularly in arithmetic (Rovet, 1993). 
In general terms Floor developed quite comparably to her sister and her peer group 
over the course of the present study.  Around the age of twelve she was diagnosed 
with dyscalculia, but like her sister she followed regular secondary education. The girls 
were generally healthy with no serious illness but in their early years both regularly had 
coughs and colds.  Both parents were professionals, worked four days a week and were 
at home one day with the children. When the girls were 2;1, a baby sister was born. 
When they were 2;4,  they moved to a village in the north of the country. Both houses 

3  Pseudonyms are used to protect identity
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were quite spacious and had gardens.  The twins were in day-care until the age of 4;0 
when they started with regular primary education. At the request of the parents the 
girls were placed in different groups in day-care and at school.

3.1.2   Stijn and his family

Stijn, a boy, was born full term in the first months of 2000 in a medium-sized city in 
the west of the Netherlands. Between the ages of 9 and 17 months he regularly suffered 
from otitis media, with temporary hearing loss, which influenced his articulation during 
that period. Both parents were professionals: the father worked outside the home, 
whereas the mother had a graphic design studio next to the house. At the age of 3;6 a 
baby brother was born and  at the age of almost 6;0, the family moved to a bigger house 
in the same city. Both houses were quite spacious and had gardens.

Stijn was in day-care until the age of 4;0, as were the twins, when he started with 
regular primary education. In sum, the general background and living circumstances of 
all three children was highly comparable. 

3.2  Data collection and selection

All three children were followed longitudinally for ten years by the same researcher 
between the ages of three months and ten years in regular spontaneous interaction 
with their parents. Video recordings took place every three months, every recording 
being one to two hours long. They were filmed at home, in a variety of regular daily 
situations. The data collected over the ten-year period is called the HAFOS corpus after 
the children’s names: Hazel, Floor and Stijn. The recordings of spontaneous interaction 
from the HAFOS corpus were made in order to reflect the general interaction between 
the parents and children. The research questions for this specific project on narrative 
ability  were developed at a later point. Directly related to this research project, some 
tests were also administered. The different kinds of data and procedures will be 
discussed in the following sub-sections. 

3.2.1  Spontaneous interaction

In the search for precursors of narrative ability spontaneous interaction is an 
essential source of information. The children have to be young which would make 
many forms of testing problematic. The longitudinal data set selected for this study 
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was taken from the HAFOS corpus. All these data were collected by the researcher. 
The interactions were recorded on digital video with a small hand-held Sony digital 
camcorder with an extra external microphone. As mentioned above, the HAFOS corpus 
was not linked to the precise focus of this research project. The parents were informed 
that the study was on language acquisition in the children in interaction with their 
parents. They were not informed about the precise goal of the study, namely precursors 
of narrative development. It is therefore unlikely that the behaviour of the parents or 
the investigator was specifically influenced. 

The children were videotaped in a wide variety of contexts representing everyday 
activities varying from feeding and eating to dressing and general care, and including 
all types of play. The daily activities were followed without a specific plan.  When the 
twin girls at age 2;4 moved to the north of the country, the video-recording was spread 
over two days of the weekend. In both families at least one of the parents, usually both, 
was present at the time of the video recording. The other children born later were also 
often present: for the twins from age 2;1 on, for the boy from age 3;6 on. The researcher 
visited the families every three months to make the recordings. She was therefore well-
known to the children and sometimes became involved in the interaction. The data 
from the spontaneous interaction will be used for the study of the potential precursors 
but also for the study  of narrative ability since spontaneous narratives will be analyzed, 
as did Blum-Kulka and Snow (1992) and Snow and Beals (2006) (see Section 2.4).   

A choice had to be made as to which data points from the HAFOS corpus would be 
analysed. The focus will be here on nonpresent talk (NPT) as motivated in Chapter 2. 
Since the discussion of NPT starts around age two and develops considerably in the third 
year, it was decided to start the study at 1;9 and to continue until 3;9. The recordings 
were analyzed at three month intervals until 3;3, thereafter at six month intervals (see 
Table 3.1), making a total of seven recordings per family. Starting at age 1;9 and ending 
at 3;9, a two-year period,  made it possible to see the emergence of NPT as well as  its 
development over time (See Table 3.1). The narratives occurring in spontaneous speech 
were taken from the recordings around age 7;0 (6;9 – 7;3). 
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Table 3.1  Selected data points from the spontaneous interaction 

Age Hazel-Floor family Stijn family

Total recorded time (min) Total recorded time (min)

1;9 60 77

2;0 114 75

2;3 58 93

2;6 79 110

2;9 112 87

3;3 94 110

3;9 96 118

7;0 180 113

total 793: 13 h 22 m 783: 13 h 5 m

3.2.2  Interviews

At the end of each recording session a semi-structured interview with the parents 
was conducted in order to obtain additional information to be able to make analysis 
easier at a later date. These interviews, also recorded on videotape, involved asking 
questions about the children’s general development over the previous period. The 
questions were not restricted to only language development but included also motor, 
social and emotional development. For example the parents of Hazel and Floor at age 
1;9 commented on Hazel’s desire  to act independently: ‘Hazel this, Hazel that, she wants 
to fix it all by herself. You may not help her at all’. As in Henrichs (2010) questions were 
also asked about daily informal education, such as book reading (De Blauw, 2005).  The 
interview also offered explanations for unusual behaviour such as sitting on the sofa 
for more than half an hour instead of playing because of illness. Incomprehensible 
utterances of the child as well as of the adult were also clarified where possible. 
For example, at the age of 2;0, Stijn frequently produced an utterance /n??/. When 
questioned about this, the parents explained that it stood for ’I don’t know an answer to 
your question’. They also commented that he used it very frequently at that time.  Before 
and after 2;0 this was not observed. The interview data were used to help interpret the 
findings of the analyses and will be discussed with the results where relevant.
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3.2.3  Tests for general language level

To be able to compare the three children to each other and to their peer group 
in terms of their  general language level, language tests were administered at age 
4;3 and again at age 7;0.  At 4;3, when they had just started regular education, two 
vocabulary subtests of the Taaltoets Alle Kinderen, TAK (‘Language Test All Children’) 
were administered (Verhoeven & Vermeer, 2006).  The language and communicative 
behaviour at school was investigated using a teacher questionnaire. Norms for Dutch 
children are available for this instrument.  At age 7;0 two subtests of the Renfrew 
Language Scales were administered for expressive vocabulary, the Word Finding 
Vocabulary Test (WVT), and for grammar, the Action Picture Test (APT) (Renfrew,1991; 
Jansonius & Borgers, 2009; Jansonius et al., 2014). The children were tested by a 
researcher not known to them. See Section 4.2 for further details of these tests and for 
the results.

3.2.4 Elicited  narratives

The narrative tests were administered at age 7;0 allowing a period of three years to 
observe the possible influence of earlier behaviour. As was obvious from the literature 
review in Chapter 2, there is considerable variety in the way narratives are investigated. 
Elicitation of narratives is the most common method but even here there is variety.  Some 
researchers (e.g., Berman & Slobin, 1994; Roelofs, 1998; Blankenstijn & Scheper, 2003; 
Pearson, 2002) used a highly contrained elicitation. For example they have used pictures 
that form a story such as the wordless Frog-story book. In the Renfrew Bus story (1991) 
narrative ability is elicited having children to retell a story after a model.  The two elicitation 
procedures used in this study differ in the abilities that they tap. Generating a story places 
a higher demand on the ability to organize, plan and create a story, while story retelling 
requires attention to the incoming information and the ability to hold the story in memory 
(Berman, 2004; Duinmeijer et al., 2012). Gutièrrez-Clellen (2003) moreover found that 
children performed significantly better on spontaneous narrative production than on story 
recalls, while narrating in the presence of a picture book offers a high level of scaffolding 
via the contextualized pictures that facilitates performance. Ninio and Snow (1996) argue 
that each of the various narrative-elicitation methods is better for assessing some aspects 
of narrative skill than others, and each has some methodological shortcomings.  A fuller 
picture of children’s narrative development can be best obtained from a combination of 
instruments. Two narrative tasks were selected in order to assess the children’s narrative 
ability at age seven:
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•  A story generation task, the Frog story, the internationally recognized story eliciting task 
based on a series of 24 pictures (Mayer,1969; Berman & Slobin; 1994). See Appendix 1.

•  A story retelling task, the Renfrew’s Bus story task, an illustrated story retelling task 
in a Dutch adaptation (Renfrew, 1991; Jansonius & Borgers, 2009;  Ketelaars, 2010)
See Appendix 2. The Dutch adaptation of the Renfrew Language Scales has been 
been normed on Dutch children (Jansonius, ketelaars, Borgers, Van den Heuvel, 
Roeyers, Manders & Zink, 2014).
 Details of the coding and analysis of these tasks and the results will be given in 
Section 4.3 and Section 4.4. 

3.3  Identification of non-present talk segments

Taking into consideration previous work (see Section 2.3) non-present talk (NPT) 
is defined as a topic-specific discussion in the social interaction between two or more 
participants that relates to and/or comments on the not-here-and-not-now, i.e. what 
cannot be seen and heard and touched. Such a discussion may refer to:

1. past events,
2. future events,
3. fantasy, and/or
4. other non-observable thoughts, feelings, likes and dislikes.

Since NPT is the focus of this study and will be the basis of all analyses,  it is crucial 
to distinguish NPT from present talk (PT). Present talk is interaction that refers to the-
here-and-now, i.e. what can be seen, heard, touched. The method used by Uccelli (2003; 
2009) formed the basis for the procedure used here4. Excerpt 3.1 presents an example 
of the demarcation of the boundaries of a NPT segment from the surrounding present 
talk is (present tense is marked in grey).

(Excerpt 3.1): an example of the demarcation of the NPT segment (Past) from the PT (marked 

in grey)

Situation: Stijn (1;9) and his mother and father are in the kitchen. It is November. Mother holds 

Stijn as they look through the window at a vine in the garden. One minute earlier, Stijn had wanted 

to look at the bees on the grapes in the vine, but all grapes are gone. At this age Stijn is communi-

cating with a few words, gestures and a lot of babbling. Stijn is holding an ice-cream stick that he 

picked up from the sink. The investigator is filming.

4   Uccelli identified what she called ‘narrative segments’ using the GEM program from the CLAN 
system (MacWhinney & Snow, 1990; MacWhinney, 2000), but this was not practicable in this 
study.
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Stijn:   [hands ice-cream stick to investigator] ij

  ‘y’

Mother:    Goed zo, ijs. Dat is van het ijs heh. Oh we hebben zoveel ijs gegeten op vakantie 

heh? 

  [spinning around, hugging him]

   ‘All right, ice-cream. That’s from the ice-cream, isn’t it? Oh we ate a lot of ice-

creams during the holidays, didn’t we!’

Stijn:  Ja

  ‘Yes’

Mother:  Lekker veel ijsjes

  ‘A lot of ice-creams’ [points]

Stijn:  [unintelligible] 

Father:  Stijn weet je dat nog in dat zwembad?

  ‘Stijn, do you remember that swimming pool’ 

Stijn:   [looks at Father] 

Father:  Met de kabouter?

  ‘With the gnome?’ 

Stijn:  [unintelligible] 

Father:   En de schildpad? Waar je op kon zitten? Weet je dat nog in het zwembad? En de 

glijbaan?

   ‘And the turtle? that you could sit on? Do you remember in the swimming pool? 

And the slide?’ 

Stijn:  [staring] 

Mother:  En daarna gingen we altijd ijs eten heh?

  ‘And then we always ate ice-cream, right?’ 

Stijn:  [leaning against mother] koe koh keer

  ‘gain’ 

Father:  Nog een keer?

  ‘Again’?’ 

Stijn:  [waving his arm] Ja

  ‘Yes’ 

Father:  [does not understand] Wil je nog wel een keer doen heh, ijs eten in het zwembad?

  ‘You want to do it again, don’t you, have ice-cream in the swimming pool’ 

Stijn:  Koh ke keer

  ‘Once again’ 

Father:  Nog een keer

  ‘Once more’ 

Stijn:  [waving two arms] koe kete [unintelligible] 
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Father:  [understands] Zwemmen

  ‘Swimming’ 

Stijn:  Koe koet te [unintelligible] 

Mother:  Binnenkort gaan we wel weer es een keertje zwemmen.

  ‘We ‘ll be going swimming soon’ 

Stijn:  Ja

  ‘Yes’ 

Mother:  Gaan we een keer met oma, want die wil zo graag een keer mee.

  ‘We ‘ll go with grandma, because she wants to come with us’ 

Stijn:  Jaah

  ‘Yes’ 

Mother:  Met oma Pien.

  ‘With  grandma Pien’ 

Stijn:  Jaah

  ‘Yes’ 

Mother:  Zeg es oma Pien

  ‘Say grandma Pien please’  

Stijn:  Piehi

  ‘Piehi’ 

Mother:  Ja oma Pien

  ‘Yes grandma Pien’.  

[all three go back into the living room]

In Excerpt 3.1 the mother switched from PT in the middle of her turn to discussing 
the nonpresent. She tried to evoke Stijn’s memory of eating a lot of ice-cream during 
their autumn holidays two weeks earlier. The conversation continued about the 
holidays until the mother had him repeat the name of the grandmother, returning then 
to the conversation in the ‘here-and-now’. This is an example of a long NPT-segment 
consisting of 26 turns, and lasting 62 seconds.

The next two excerpts illustrate the demarcation of two other categories of NPT: 
fantasy talk (Excerpt 3.2) and a future event (Excerpt 3.3) and the PT parts are marked 
in grey. 

(Excerpt 3.2) an example of the demarcation of the NPT segment (fantasy talk), Hazel and 

Floor 2;9. Setting: toy play 

Situation: Hazel and Floor are playing with modeling clay pretending they are cooking spinach. 

Close by their mother, sweeping the floor, is communicating with them. 

Floor:   pinazie maak ikke. Ik maak pinazie
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  ‘pinach I make. I make pinach’

Hazel:  ik maak ook mij pinazie

  ‘I als make my pinach’

Floor:   maggen lullie opeten

  ‘you may eat’

Mother:  mogen wij dat opeten?

  ‘may we eat it?’

Floor:  en pappa ook

  ‘and also daddy’

Mother:  zal papa dat wel lusten denk je? Houdt pappa wel van spinazie? Denk het niet.

  ‘Will he like it, do you think? Does daddy love spinach? Don’t think so.’

Floor:   o nee?

  ‘no?’

Mother:   nee

  ‘no’

Floor:  ik maak mamma pinazie

  I make mummy pinach’

Mother:  dat lijkt me een goed idee, want mamma houdt er wel van hoor.

  ‘that’s a great idea, because mummy loves it.’

Mother:   [M hands them two knives as tools] alsjeblieft die mogen jullie gebruiken.

  ‘there you are, you may use these’

Hazel:   ja! grote mensenmes

  ‘yes! a big people knive’

The switch from the fantasy game of baking pizza returns to PT when the mother 
hands them two knives to use. In Excerpt 3.3 Floor initiates the NPT and it stops when 
the girls continue with their physical activity of cycling.

(Excerpt 3.3) an example of the demarcation of the NPT segment (Future), Hazel and Floor 

3;9.  Setting: toy play 

Hazel and Floor (3;9) are playing in the garden, riding their tricycles, as Floor suddenly turns to the 

Investigator (Inv) telling her what will happen in the future (within three months). After this interac-

tion Floor and Hazel continue riding their tricycles. 

Floor:  ik ga later naar de basisschool als ik groot ben

  ‘later I am going to primary school, when I am big’

Investigator: wat vertel je nou, echt waar?

  ‘what are you telling me? Really?’

Floor:  ja

  ‘yes’
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Investigator: oh en waar is die basisschool dan?

  ‘oh and where is that primary school?’

Floor:  vlakbij ons

  ‘nearby’

Investigator: en wanneer ga je er heen dan?

  ‘and when will you go there?’

Floor:  als ik groot ben

  ‘when I am big’

Hazel:  als HazelFloor vier zijn

  ‘when HazelFloor are four years old’

[girls continue riding their tricycles]

In  Excerpts 3.1 - 3.3 the continuous conversation was on the same topic. In some 
segments the NPT topic changed without a return to PT. These are then considered 
separate segments. As stated in the definition, an NPT segment has to be topic-specific. 
Such segments occurred increasingly in later sessions (after age 2;6). In the session with 
Stijn at age 3;9, for instance, he had been ill and was sitting on the sofa with his parents 
for more than half an hour. They talked about four different topics, without once 
returning to the here-and-now. The topics change from the seriousness of his illness in 
the preceding  days, to the arrival by boat of Saint Nicolas the preceding weekend,  to 
the use of  Black Peter make-up on that same day, and finally  a return to the topic of 
the arrival of Saint Nicolas. 

If an NPT segment was very briefly interrupted by PT, it was still considered as 
NPT when the same topic was continued.  In Excerpt 3.4 the topic is the activities of the 
previous week and this topic is interrupted by a brief discussion about taking a biscuit.

(Excerpt 3.4) an example of an NPT segment briefly interrupted by PT

Situation: Stijn (3;9)  and his mother are talking about what happened in the previous week.

Mother:  Wat gingen we toen ook al weer doen?

  ‘What did we do then?’

Stijn:  nou? [takes a biscuit from the plate]

  ‘What? 

Mother:   Hee niet nog een koekje, je hebt er al twee gehad!

  ‘Hey no more biscuits, you already had two!’

Stijn:  Nee hoor ik had er nog maar een gehad.

  ‘No I only had one’

Mother:   Echt waar?

  ‘Really?’

Stijn:   Ja echt!
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  ‘Honestly’

Mother:  Ok dan.

  ‘Okay’

Mother:   maar vertel nou eens waar we zaterdag heen zijn geweest?

  ‘Can you  please tell us where we went last Saturday?’

[conversation continues]

3.4   Coding and analysis:  general remarks

The NPT segments were identified. They were transcribed into orthographic Dutch, 
including the immediately preceding PT utterances. Each segment was coded for source 
(file, child, age) and the length of recording (in seconds) was noted. The general setting 
was noted for later analysis (see Section 5.3.2) and comments were made on non-verbal 
behaviour, as can be seen in the Excerpts provided above.  

The research questions set out in Section 2.5 will be operationalised using a number 
of variables. These are set out in Table 3.2. The variables used in the measurement of 
narrative ability will be related to the variables used in the examination of potential 
precursors. The operationalization of each variable will be discussed in the relevant 
chapters.  

Table 3.2 Operationalization of the research questions

Potential precursor Variables Narrative ability
Variables

Nonpresent talk Frequency

Narrative productivity

Narrative story structure

Narrative complex language

Child initiation

Temporality Use of verbs

First use of tenses

Accuracy of tense marking

Use of aspectual/ temporal 
markers

Elaboration Parental elaboration

Child elaboration

Since this is an in-depth study of three children it will not be possible to use 
statistical analysis. The differences between the children will be explored qualitatively 
as will the relationship between variables.
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Chapter 4  Narrative ability at age seven and general language 
level at age four and seven

4.1  Introduction  

As was discussed in Section 2.5, the narrative ability of the three children in this 
study is measured at age seven in order to provide a basis for the exploration of the 
possible precursors. The differences and similarities in narrative ability at age seven 
are then related to aspects of their language and interaction in earlier years. The aim 
of this chapter is therefore to describe the narrative ability of the three children at age 
seven as the baseline and to pinpoint the similarities and differences between the three 
children.  Their narrative ability will be set against a background of measures of their 
general language ability as measured at age four and seven years (Section 4.2).  As 
explained in Section 2.2 narrative ability is a comprehensive, multifaceted concept. In 
this thesis it will be differentiated into three aspects of narrative ability: 
1. Narrative productivity 
  This refers to how frequently narratives are produced by the child and to the length 

of those narratives, both spontaneous and elicited, in terms of the total number of 
utterances. 

2. Narrative story structure
  The ability to tell a clear and coherent story to the listener. The aspects covered 

by Pearson’s Story score (2002) fall into this category, that is the ability to use 
hierarchical story structure, maintain a clear flow of information, and include 
evaluative and metacognitive statements in recounting the events in the picture 
book (Section 2.2.2). Five aspects are explicitly scored: story elements, sequencing, 
reference to characters, reference to internal states, and quality of engagement. 

3. Narrative complex language
  As also discussed in Section 2.2.2, Pearson (2002) calculated the Language Score 

which is based on linguistic aspects of the children’s performance and covers the 
frequency of selected verb forms, conjunctions, adverbs, and the specialized noun 
vocabulary of the story. The Language Score is divided into three areas: complex 
syntax, specific lexicon and morpho-syntactic accuracy. Other measures such as 
MLU5, the number of subordinate clauses, and the TTR (type token ratio) are also 
measured within this category.

These three aspects of narrative ability will be examined using different elicitation 
instruments (Sections 4.3 and 4.4) and on the basis of spontaneous speech (Section 
4.5).  As explained in Section 3.2.4, the usual way to assess narratives is the elicitation of 
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stories, either as story generation or story retelling. Story generation will be assessed, 
and story retelling will also be analysed. Both procedures will be used here (Sections 
4.3 and 4.4). Relatively little is known about how narratives, both personal and fictional, 
are produced in spontaneous speech (see Section 2.2) and these will be analysed in 
Section 4.5. This broad spectrum of narrative data will provide the basis for assessing 
the children on different aspects of narrative ability. 

4.2   General language level  

Standardized language tests were administered to the children at age four and 
seven years to be able to compare the children’s general level to their peer group as 
well as to each another. These data also provide a background for the results of the 
measures of narrative ability.  At both ages lexical development was measured. At age 
four social language skills were also evaluated.  At age seven  grammatical ability was 
analysed as well.  

4.2.1   General language level age 4;3

Method
At age 4;3 vocabulary was measured using three subtests of the TAK (Dutch Language 
Test for All Children), a test for 4- to 10-year-olds (Verhoeven & Vermeer, 2006) 
standardized for both monolingual and bilingual children. It is worth noting that at this 
age all three children had started formal primary education just three months earlier. 
Firstly their receptive vocabulary was evaluated on a picture selection task. In this task 
the child is presented with a spoken word and asked to select the corresponding picture 
out of four pictures. The maximum number of items is 96, and the task is discontinued 
after five consecutive errors. Secondly, expressive vocabulary was measured on a 
definition task. The child was asked to describe the word presented to the child in the 
form of the question what is a …..? The maximum number of items is 45, and the task 
is discontinued after five consecutive errors. No precise guidelines are given as to what 
can be considered an accurate description at age four. As long as a child approaches the 
meaning of the word and is responding, the response is considered correct. 
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For example the following reactions (see Example 4.1) were considered correct at 
age 4:

(Example 4.1) Correct child responses age 4, TAK

a. What is a knife?

 You can cut with it; 

a. What is sweat?

 That you are warm 

b. What is a mast?

 Of a pirate ship.

Thirdly, the TAK- sub-test for social language ability skills was administered. A form 
was filled in by the children’s school teacher. The observation form measures children’s 
‘social language ability in the classroom’ on the basis of 24 statements that are judged 
on a 5-point scale. Score 1 indicates a positive score, score 5 a negative score. The social 
language ability form includes items on communicative initiative in the classroom, turn-
taking behaviour in interaction, as well as several items on narrative behaviour such 
as is interested in story book reading, is telling stories in a lively way etcetera. Since the 
children were all in different groups (see Section 3.2.1), the observation forms were 
filled in by three different school teachers three months after they had started school 
at age four. 

Results
The receptive vocabulary of the children as measured with the TAK is shown in Table 
4.1.

Table 4.1 Receptive vocabulary at age 4;3 as measured with the TAK

Hazel Floor Stijn

Receptive vocabulary
Maximum: 96 78 47 65

In comparison to their peer group, Hazel and Stijn score two standard deviations 
above the mean score and Floor scores just above the mean (M= 42.5, SD: 14.1).  So all 
three scored in the top half of Dutch children at that age. In comparison with each other 
Hazel scores highest, followed by Stijn, and Floor scores lowest.
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Table 4.2 Expressive vocabulary (description task) at age 4.3 on the TAK

Hazel Floor Stijn

Expressive vocabulary
Maximum: 45 18 18 23

As can be seen in Table 4.2, the three children quite often succeeded in describing 
the meaning of a word. Stijn described most words accurately, followed by Hazel and 
Floor. In comparison with their peer group all three are above average, Stijn is more than 
two standard deviations above the mean and Hazel and Floor one standard deviation, 
(M= 10.7, SD: 6.0) (Verhoeven & Vermeer, 2006).

Table 4.3 Frequency of teacher judgments on 24 social language ability items in the 

classroom at age 4;3

Social language ability score Hazel Floor Stijn

High 9 3 14

Rather high 8 14 3

Middle/not known 5 3 6

Rather low 1 4 1

Low 1 0 0

As Table 4.3 demonstrates, Stijn’s teacher judges him to be highly competent on 
14 of the 24 items. Hazel follows Stijn with 9 items. Floor’s teacher assesses her in the 
category ‘rather high’. All three children are rated in one of the two top scores compared 
to their peers. 

In sum at age 4;3 Hazel appears to be strongest of the three children in receptive 
vocabulary, but Stijn is best in expressive vocabulary and social language skills. 

4.2.2  General language level age seven

Method
Two subtests of the Renfrew Language Scales were administered: for expressive 

vocabulary the Dutch adaptation of the Word Finding Vocabulary Test (in Dutch WWT), 
and for grammar the Dutch adaptation of the Action Picture Test (APT) (Renfrew, 1991; 
Jansonius & Borgers, 2009; Jansonius et al., 2014). In the WWT the children are asked 
to name objects in a set of drawn pictures.  The APT elicits language on the basis of 
ten action pictures.  The researcher asks general questions on each picture such as: 
What has happened to the girl? or What has the cat just done? In order to obtain a 
full response the investigator can ask further questions. The children were tested by a 
researcher not known to them.
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Results
In Table 4.4 the results of the three children are presented.

Table 4.4 Expressive vocabulary (WWT) and grammatical structure (APT) at age seven on the 

Dutch adaptation of the Renfrew Language Scales, scores and comparison to Dutch peers

Hazel Floor Stijn

WWT 
Maximum: 50
Mean score at age 
7;0 - 7;6: 39.2
SD: 4.1
Range: 29-50

40 39 43

APT
Maximum: 100
Mean score at age 
7;0 - 7;6: 74.8
SD: 7.0
Range: 52 -89

91 77 76

In comparison to Dutch children aged between 7;0 and 7;6, all three children had 
an average score on their expressive vocabulary. Stijn scored highest of the three. On 
the APT, measuring specific vocabulary and grammatical structures, Hazel scored very 
high, in comparison to Dutch peers. Floor and Stijn scored on average. In comparison 
to each other Hazel scored highest on grammatical structure and Stijn highest on 
expressive vocabulary. 

4.2.3   Summary and conclusion

In section 4.2 the general language level of the children was assessed to be able to 
compare the children to their peer group as  well as to each other. In general both at age 
4;3 and at age 7 all three children have a normal or high level of language ability. In Table 
4.5 the children are ranked with respect to one another. Even though the differences 
in actual scores are often quite small, this ranking is useful to see the general trends in 
the comparison of the three children with each other. In comparison to the other two, 
Stijn performs best in the domain of expressive vocabulary and Hazel best with respect 
to grammatical ability. Floor holds a middle position.
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Table 4.5 Ranking of the three children on general language level at age 4;3 and 7;0

Language measures Age Hazel Floor Stijn

receptive vocabulary 4;3 1 3 2

expressive vocabulary 4;3 2.5 2.5 1

social language ability 4;3 2 3 1

expressive vocabulary 7;0 2 3 1

grammatical structure 7;0 1 2 3

4.3 Story generation: the Frog story test

4.3.1 Method 

Procedure. The task was administered by an investigator not known to the children 
at age 7;0 at the children’s home, and recorded on videotape. Each child was asked 
to narrate the story in the 24-page textless children’s picture book, Frog where are you 
(Mayer 1969). The children were first allowed to look through the pictures to become 
familiar with the plot and then asked to narrate the story with the support of the 
pictures. The investigator pretended not to know the story which involves a dog looking 
for his pet frog accompanied by his pet dog:  

The plotline of the story consists of the actions taken by the two main characters – 
a boy and his pet dog – as well as the boy’s pet frog and a variety of forest dwellers, such 
as bees, an owl, a deer, and a mole. The story first depicts the boy, his pet dog, and the 
frog happy together. At night, while the boy and the dog are asleep, the frog runs away. 
The next morning, when the boy and the dog discover that the frog has disappeared, 
they begin to look for it. During their search, the boy and the dog encounter several 
obstacles and are involved in several adventures, mainly with the forest animals. 
Eventually, the boy and the dog find their frog, now with a mate and baby frogs, and 
return home happily with one of the baby frogs in the boy’s hand (see Appendix 1 for 
the pictures). 

Coding and analysis. The recorded narratives were transcribed following the 
conventions outlined by Berman and Slobin (1994: 657-9), with one clause with a verb 
per line. Standard orthography was used. In instances of unusual pronunciation the 
child’s production was spelled out. All hesitations and false starts were included in curly 
brackets (see Appendix 7 for the three transcribed narratives).

Analyses were performed on three different components based on the procedures 
used in previous research. It must be pointed out that there are no strict norms for this 
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test although the results for plot components can be compared to other Dutch research 
results.

1. Narrative productivity.
   The stories were coded for length as measured by the total number of 

utterances produced (TU). 
2. Narrative Story structure.

   a. Plot components. 
  The analysis of Roelofs (1998) and Blankenstijn and Scheper (2003) formed the 

basis for the analysis. Following Trabasso and Rodkin (1994), the focus is on the 
realization of the plot components, also called ‘planning components’. Planning 
components focus on the causal relations between narrative events. When 
children express all such components of the narrative, the story is qualitatively 
a good story. Children thereby show that they are able to coherently link 
narrative events in a causal-logic hierarchy so the listener is able to understand 
what the story is about. The present study replicates Blankenstijn and Scheper 
(2003: 411), analysing the realization of the planning components (see Appendix 
4 for the 19 planning components of the Frog story).

 b. Story Score 
  As discussed in Section 2.2 Pearson (2002) proposed a developmental sequence 

for monolingual and bilingual seven year olds by comparing elements reported 
by Berman and Slobin for five-year-olds and nine-year olds. The present study 
replicates Pearson’s analysis, using her description for the ‘monolingual 
average American 2nd grader’, that is a child of seven years (see Table 4.6).

Table 4.6 Pearson’s Story Score, description for an average seven year old (Pearson, 2002: 143)

STORY SCORE Max. Description of ‘midpoint’ score (6)

Elements 12 A search story, including losing the frog, setting out in search, 
and finding the frog.

Sequence 12 Sentence-by-sentence, picture-by-picture chain of events 
(little or no orientation, setting, summary).

Perspective/ 
affect

12 Use of indefinite article for first mentions; generally adequate 
pronoun antecedents (or use of ‘thematic pronoun strategy’ 
(Karmiloff-Smith, 1986), with some lapses. Little reference to 
emotions, reactions, or thoughts of the characters.

Engagement 12 Matter-of-fact tone; no ‘literary’ language.

TOTAL 48
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3. Narrative complex language
  a. Pearson’s Language Score.
  Pearson (2002) also calculated the Language Score, the more linguistic aspects 

of the children’s performances: counts of selected verb forms, conjunctions, 
adverbs, and the specialized noun vocabulary of the story.  (See Appendix 3 
for Pearson’s coding scheme). Again the present study replicates Pearson’s 
analysis, using the description for her seven year olds (see Table 4.7).

Table 4.7 The Language Score, description for an average seven year old (Pearson, 2002: 143)

LANGUAGE SCORE Max. Description of ‘midpoint’ score 

Complex syntax 24 Mostly simple verb phrases; points added for each 
occurrence, (up to 3) of modals or aspectual markings 
(‘Began to’, ‘kept on’); 

Specific lexicon 12 Uses most of a set of 12 words, specific to the story: 
(‘frog’, ‘jar’, ‘bees’, ‘beehive’, etc.)

Morpho-syntactic 
accuracy

12 (errors deducted from 12) generally well-formed, a few 
non-prescriptive structures (á owl’, ’there was bees’)

TOTAL 48

  b. MLU5. The five longest utterances as measured in words were identified and 
the MLU calculated. 

   c. Number of subordinate clauses. All subordinate clauses were identified and 
counted. 

  d. TTR. The TTR, type-token ratio, measured the ratio between total number of 
different words and total number of words. 

4.3.2  Results

The results of the three children are presented organised according to the three 
main aspects of narrative ability:  (1) narrative productivity, (2) narrative story structure, 
and (3) narrative complex language.
Narrative productivity.

As can be seen in Table 4.8 Hazel produces the longest version of the Frog story 
in terms of the number of utterances, Stijn has the shortest version, Floor scores in the 
middle. Measured in time taken for the narrative, the results reflect the same order: 
Hazel told the story in 5 minutes 19’, Floor in 4 minutes 38’ and Stijn in 4 minutes 07’. 
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Table 4.8  Frog story task: narrative productivity  age 7;0. TU = Total number of Utterances

Hazel Floor Stijn

TU 57 49 45

Narrative story structure
a.  Planning components
   The proportion of utterances in relation to the plot line, the so called planning 

components, increases with age, from  a mean number of 9 of the maximal 19 
planning components at age four to 15 out of 19 at age eight in Dutch children 
(Blankenstijn & Scheper, 2003: 411). All three children (Table 4.9) realize a 
higher number of planning components in comparison to the children telling 
the Frog story in Blankenstijn and Scheper’s study, but they are still in the 
normal range (SD: 3). Note that all three children fail to realize the two so-
called ‘internal responses’, i.e. verbalizing that the boy is sad because he lost 
his frog and happy as he finds the frog back in the end. All three just tell what is 
happening in the story. Blankenstijn and Scheper counted how many children 
realized at least one internal response: 27% in the typically developing seven 
year olds.  

Table 4.9 Number of realized planning components Frog story test 

Hazel Floor Stijn

Planning components
Maximum: 19 16 16 15

b.  Story Score 
  Using Pearson’s (2002) coding scheme the Story score was calculated (see Table 

4.10). Floor’s results are highest followed by Hazel and then Stijn.  Although the 
children in Pearson’s (2002) study are somewhat older, Floor’s Story Score is 
above the normal range of Pearson’s higher class seven- and eight year olds 
(see Section 2.2.2).  Hazel and Stijn fall in the normal range. 

Table 4.10 Story Score on the Frog story test replicating Pearson’s analysis (2002)

STORY SCORE Maximum Hazel Floor Stijn

Story elements 12 7 12 6

Sequence 12 9 9 9

Perspective/affect 12 9 6 8

Engagement 12 8 9 9

Total 48 33 36 32
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Complex Language Score
a.  Language Score 
    The results in Table 4.11 show that Hazel’s results on Pearson’s Language score 

are highest, followed by Floor and then Stijn.  All three fall in the normal range 
compared to Pearson’s (2002) study. 

Table 4.11 Language Score on the Frog story test replicating Pearson (2002)

LANGUAGE SCORE Maximum Hazel Floor Stijn

Complex syntax 24 21 13 13

Specific lexicon 12 10 9 9

Morph. Accuracy 12 11 11 10

Total 48 42 33 32

 b.  MLU5 
    As Table 4.12 shows, Hazel scores  highest on MLU5, Stijn lowest, Floor’s scores 

are again in between, but closer to Stijn. 
 c.  Subordinate clauses
  Floor and Stijn do not produce any subordinate clauses, Hazel scores 4

Table 4.12 Mean length of five longest utterances and number of subordinate clauses:  Frog 

story test

Hazel Floor Stijn

MLU 5 14 8.8 8.6

Subordinate clauses 4 0 0

d. TTR. 
  As demonstrated in Table 4.13 Floor has the highest ratio, indicating a more 

varied expressive vocabulary in this context. Her TTR is in fact higher than the 
average for the children in Pearson’s study who are older (M=.34). The results 
for TTR cannot be compared with other Dutch data. The only comparable data 
come from the English speaking monolingual children from Pearson’s (2002) 
study.  Her children were seven and eight year old, so older than the three 
children when measured here. All three children scored in the normal range of 
one standard deviation of the monolingual Miami second graders.

Table 4.13 Type-token ratio Frog story test

Hazel Floor Stijn

TTR 0.29 0.37 0.29
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Summarizing the children’s results on the three components of narrative ability as 
measured on the Frog story test the children are ranked (Table 4.14). Hazel is performing 
best on narrative productivity as measured in the length of narration, as well as complex 
language, whereas Floor is best in story structure. Stijn is third on almost all variables.

Table 4.14 Ranking of the three children on the three components of narrative ability age 

seven: Frog story test

Component Variable Hazel Floor Stijn

NARRATIVE PRODUCTIVITY Total Utterances 1 2 3

NARRATIVE STORY STRUCTURE Planning comp. 1.5 1.5 3

Story score 2 1 3

NARRATIVE COMPLEX LANGUAGE Language score 1 2 3

MLU5 1 2 3

Subord. Clauses 1 2.5 2.5

TTR 2.5 1 2.5

4.4  Story retelling: Renfrew Bus story test 

The Dutch adaptation of the Renfrew Bus test examines narrative ability using 
story retelling. The other two language scales, the APT and the WWT were discussed 
in Section 4.2. The results of 75 Dutch-speaking children from age five to seven on the 
Renfrew Bus test will be used as a comparison group for these three children to the 
average population (ketelaars, 2010). 

4.4.1 Method

Procedure. Following the standard procedure a researcher, who was not known to 
the children, narrated the story while the child looked at the 12 pictures (see Appendix 
2). In the story a naughty bus runs away and has a number of adventures before the 
driver finds it again (see Appendix 5 for the text). The child was asked to retell the story 
to a third person who could not see the pictures. In this study this was the investigator 
filming the test. The test was administered in the home when the children were 7;0 and 
was video-recorded.

Coding and analysis. Based on an adapation of the analysis of Jansonius and Borgers 
(2009) the three components of narrative ability were analysed, as described for the 
Frog Story in the previous section. It was not possible to compute the Pearson (2002) 
Story score or Language score for this story because these are based on narrative 
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production, not reproduction, as is the Bus test. For the component narrative productivity 
the total number of utterances was calculated. For the narrative story structure, which 
is comparable to the planning components, the number of realized plot elements was 
calculated (see Appendix 6 for the 24 planning components of the Bus story). The 
measures for narrative complex language for the Bus story are similar to those used for 
the Frog story: the number of subordinate clauses, the mean length of the 5 longest 
utterances (MLU5), and the TTR. 

4.4.2  Results

Narrative Productivity
As can be concluded from Table 4.15 Stijn produced the most utterances. Hazel 

follows Stijn  and Floor is the lowest. There are no comparative data from other studies. 

Table 4.15 Narrative productivity as measured on Renfrew Bus story test age 7;0

NARRATIVE PRODUCTIVITY Hazel Floor Stijn

Total Utterances 204 193 211

Narrative Story Structure
a. Planning components 
  As can be concluded from Table 4.16, Floor realizes the most planning components 

(the maximum is 24), followed by Hazel and then Stijn. Compared to the children 
aged 7;6 from Ketelaar’s  (2010) study, Floor and Hazel scores are more than 1 SD 
above the mean score and Stijn falls within the one standard deviation range above 
the mean (M: 69%; SD 9%).  

Table 4.16 Narrative story structure as measured on Renfrew Bus story test age 7;0

STORY STRUCTURE maximum Hazel Floor Stijn

Planning  components 24 19 (79%) 20 (83%) 17 (71%)

Narrative complex language
a. MLU5
  Hazel has the highest score (Table 4.17), followed by Stijn, and then Floor. Hazel 

scores well above the normal range for children aged 7;6 in Ketelaar’s (2010) study 
(M: 10.44;SD 1.66); the other two children are within this range. 

b. Subordinate clauses
  Hazel also produces by far the most subordinate clauses, followed by Stijn and then 

Floor. Compared to Ketelaar’s (2010) study Hazel scores again above the normal 
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range for the 7;6 children and Stijn and Floor are within the normal range (M 4.03; 
SD 2.52).  

c. TTR
  The TTR scores of the three children are very comparable, but Hazel has the highest 

ratio, followed by Stijn, and Floor lowest.

Table 4.17 Narrative complex language as measured on Renfrew Bus story test age 7;0

NARRATIVE COMPLEX 
LANGUAGE

Hazel Floor Stijn

Subordinate clauses 9 2 6

MLU5 14.2 9.6 11.6

TTR 0.36 0.33 0.35

Summarizing these results in terms of a ranking we see from Table 4.18 that Hazel 
is the best for narrative complex language, as she was in the Frog story test. On this test 
she is, however, followed by Stijn and then Floor. This is different from the Frog story, 
where Floor most often ended second. For Story structure Floor is best on the planning 
components, but not on the TTR as she was for the Frog story test. Now Hazel scores 
higher on the TTR. For narrative productivity Stijn produces most utterances. Note that 
Floor ranks more often third than Stijn in contrast to the Frog story.

Table 4.18 Ranking narrative ability as measured on Renfrew Bus story test age 7;0

Component Variables Hazel Floor Stijn

NARRATIVE PRODUCTIVITY Total Utterances 2 3 1

NARRATIVE STORY STRUCTURE Planning components 2 1 3

NARRATIVE COMPLEX 
LANGUAGE

MLU5 1 3 2

Subordinate clauses 1 3 2

TTR 1 3 2

Summarizing the results across both narrative elicitation tasks it is clear that 
all three children are performing at the high end of the normal range or even above 
the norm, when compared to children from other studies. Within the group of three 
children the two tests show similar results to some extent: Hazel is ahead of the other 
two in most measures with the exception of the narrative story structure. There are 
some differences however: Floor performs less well on the TTR in the Bus Story. In the 
Frog story Stijn is the lowest of the three, for the Bus story he mostly holds the centre 
position. 
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4.5  Narratives in spontaneous speech 

Spontaneous narratives may offer the possibility of analysing different aspects of 
narrative ability than elicited stories. As well as the components of narrative ability it is 
also possible to examine the types of narratives that emerge over time.

4.5.1  Method
Procedure There is no standard analysis procedure for looking at narratives in 

spontaneous speech, since, apart from Beals (2001), little research has been done on 
these narratives. Spontaneous speech of the children was recorded on videotape at 
home in interaction with the parents and/or the investigator (see Section 3.2.1). By 
the time the children were seven years old, the investigator was a very familiar guest, 
since she had been visiting the families every three months since the children’s birth. 
The narratives were produced spontaneously or elicited in a natural way. For example 
the investigator sometimes asked about their school- and sport activities. Sometimes 
the parents stimulated the children to tell the investigator about new developments 
that would interest her. Over a period of six months (6;9 - 7;3), 180 minutes for Hazel 
and Floor were selected and 113 minutes for Stijn (see Table 4.19). The selection of 
narratives was based on the definition of a narrative given by Ninio and Snow (1996), as 
set out in Section 2.1:
 

‘a narrative is a type of extended discourse, talk centered on a particular topic that extends 

over several utterances or conversational turns. In narratives at least two different events are 

described such that the relationship between them (temporal, causal, contrastive or other) 

becomes clear’. 

Table 4.19 Spontaneous speech data at home, around age seven (in minutes)

Age Hazel - Floor Stijn

6;9 120 60

7;0 60 -

7;3 - 53

Total 180 113

Analysis Procedure
From the spontaneous speech of the child the narratives were selected, transcribed 

and analysed for genre and initiative.
Genre types. As described in Section 2.1, four types of narrative can be defined: a 

script, a generalized representation of a recurring event, a personal narrative that relates 
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a specific rather than a generalized event, a fantasy narrative, a fictitious story and a 
retelling of a fictional story.

Narrative components. Each narrative was further analysed in terms of two of the 
three narrative components. It was not possible to examine story structure since the 
story was known only to the child. Thus, for example, it was impossible to know how 
many plot components there should be. It was the goal to do the analysis for all three 
children on the basis of all narratives and for the TTR on three narratives that were 
comparably long. However Hazel produced only one narrative in spontaneous speech, 
and so her results will be put in brackets.
Narrative productivity: 

a. number of narratives produced, 
b. average number of utterances per narrative.

Narrative complex language: 
a. MLU5.
b. Subordinate clauses.
c. TTR was assessed by analysing three narratives from Stijn and Floor that were 

comparable in size. Since Hazel produced just one narrative in spontaneous 
speech, her results will be put in brackets.

4.5.2  Results

Genre types. In the spontaneous speech samples of the three children collected 
around age seven 20 narratives in total were identified. Not all four narrative genres 
were found, and not always in their defined form (see Section 2.1). There were no 
fantasy narratives nor any retelling of fictional stories. There were only a few examples 
of scripts, but always mixed with characteristics of personal narratives, combining 
the use of the general pronoun you with the personal pronoun I, as demonstrated in 
Excerpt 4.2.

(Excerpt 4.2): an example of a script found in spontaneous speech around age seven. Floor 

(7;0) is talking about  the riding school.

Setting: whole family with the investigator at the dinner table

Floor:   en moet je zelf je kleren aandoen. Doe je om 10 voor 3. Ben ik meestal wel op tijd.

   ‘and you have to put your own clothes on. You have to do it about 10 to 3. Then 

I am usually on time.’

Investigator:  en waar bestaan die kleren uit. Dus welke kleren moet je aandoen?

     ‘and what kind of clothes are they? What clothes do you have to put on?’
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Floor:   laarzen, broek met gewoon een trui. Maar ik doe ook een t-shirt, want daar in de 

manege, in de bak is het heel koud in de winter. Een stuk fijner als ik ook in de zomer 

een t-shirt aan heb.

   ‘boots, trousers with an ordinary sweater. But I usually put on a T-shirt as well, 

because in the riding school, in the ring, it is really cold in winter. A bit nicer if I 

have a T-shirt on in the summer too.’ 

Investigator:  moet je dan je eigen pony uitzoeken? Of krijg je er een toegewezen? Of hoe gaat dat?

   ‘Do you have to choose your own pony? Or is one given to you? How does it work?’

Floor:   je mag zelf weten welke pony je neemt.

  ‘ you have to choose your pony yourself’

By far the most narratives (18 out of 20) were  personal narratives, as for example 
in Excerpt 4.3.

(Excerpt 4.3): an example of a personal narrative found in spontaneous speech around age 

seven. Stijn (7;3) talking about an excursion to a museum.

 Setting: in the living room after lunch, interviewed by Investigator

Stijn:     eerst gingen we naar de mummies. En eigenlijk als je er was, dan zag je gewoon ste-

nen muren, net alsof je buiten was. Alleen hadden ze er een dak overheen gemaakt.

   ‘first we went to the mummies. And actually when you got there, you just saw 

stone walls, as if you were outdoors. Only they had put a roof over it all’ 

Investigator:  en waren die mummies echt?

  ‘and were they real mummies?’

Stijn:   echt. Die waren echt.

  ‘real. They were real’

Investigator:  echte Egyptische mummies.

  ‘Real Egyptian mummies.’

Stijn:    ja. Die waren opgegraven in Egypte. En toen, toen zijn we naar Asterix en Obelix 

gegaan. En dan moest je die hondenpootjes volgen en dat was heel leuk. Je kon pro-

efjes doen en je kon ook vragen beantwoorden. […] en toen we terug gingen konden 

we met een busje mee. Dat was gratis. Hoefden we niet te lopen. 

   ‘Yes. They had been dug up in Egypt. And then, then we went to Asterix and 

Obelix. You had to follow the dog paw prints and that was fun. You could do 

experiments and you could answer questions […] and when we went home, we 

could go on a bus. It was free. We didn’t have to walk’

It is worth pointing out that, although fantasy narratives and retellings of fictional 
stories did not occur as defined in this study following Ninio and Snow (1996), elements 
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of fantasy and fantasy talk are reflected in some of the personal narratives (see Excerpt 
4.4),  Floor tells about her elephant rucksack as if the elephant called Tetty is animate.
(Excerpt 4.4): an example Floor (6;9) combining personal narrative with fantasy elements. 

The story of Tetty falling into the ditch  

Setting: Floor and Hazel with investigator, playing in their bedroom.

Floor:   [showing a green rucksack in the shape of an elephant called Tetty] 

  En Tetty was een keertje in de sloot gevallen. 

  ‘And once Tetty fell in the ditch.’ 

   Wij speelden dat we de vlaggen uithangen, uithangden met drie tassen. Maar 

dat wou niet zo goed. 

   ‘We were playing hanging out flags, hanging out three bags. But it didn’t go 

right’

  En  toen had Hazel Tetty per ongeluk achter het hek gegooid. 

  ‘And then Hazel threw Tetty by accident over the fence’

   En toen wou Hazel Tetty weer vastpakken en toen viel Tetty in de sloot. Toen lag die 

met zijn neus boven gelukkig. 

   ‘And then Hazel wanted to pick Tetty up but Tetty fell in the ditch. Luckily he 

landed with his nose upwards.’

Investigator:  en toen?

  ‘What happened then?’

Floor:   Toen was Hazel Marjoleine. Toen heeft Marjoleine Tetty eraf, eruit gehaald. Marjole-

ine had toen Tetty in de wasmand, wasmachine gestopt.

  Ist-ie nog een tijdje bij de kachel. 

   ‘Then Hazel was Marjoleine. Then Marjoleine got Tetty out. Marjoleine put Tetty 

in the washing basket, washing machine. Then he had to be near the radiator 

for some time.’

Investigator:  dat was het avontuur van Tetty in de sloot.

  ‘That was the adventure of Tetty in the ditch.’

Floor:    Maar dat vond Tetty helemaal niet leuk! Als die zo had gelegen, was gevallen [drops 

the elephant on its front] dan had Tetty al gezonken zijn. Maar zo niet [turns it 

over on its back].

   ‘But Tetty didn’t like it at all. If he had been like this, had fallen like this, then 

Tetty would have sunk. But not this way up.” 

Investigator:   je moet er toch niet aan denken heh dat dat gebeurt. Wat hadden jullie dan moeten 

doen?

  ‘It doesn’t bear thinking about. What would you have done then?’

Floor:   ja een nieuwe knuffeltas moeten kopen. 

  Maar dan lag Tetty nog steeds in de sloot. 
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  En dat is natuurlijk niet leuk. 

  Want Tetty is ook nog wel mijn lievelingstas.

   ‘have to buy a new cuddly bag. But then Tetty would still be in the ditch. And 

that’s not nice of course. Because Tetty is my favourite bag.’
     

It is striking that almost always the children were assisted by one of the parents 
in producing elements of personal narratives, suggesting orientation (background/ 
setting), complicating actions and so on (see Excerpt 4.5). Apparently around age seven 
they were still in the middle of their personal narrative development, as has been 
reviewed in the literature (see Section 2.2.1).

(Excerpt 4.5): an example of parental narrative support (Stijn 7;3) 

Setting: Stijn reporting on an excursion after lunch

Stijn:   we waren in het restaurant

  ‘We were in the restaurant.’

Mother:  we waren bij Marije en Tim, moet je er even bij vertellen.

  ‘You need to say that we were at Marije and Tim’s’ 

Stijn:   we waren bij Marije en Tim, en toen gingen we eerst naar Asterix en Obelix, een 

museum. 

   ‘We were at Marije and Tim’s, and then we first went to Asterix and Obelix, a 

museum.’

Narrative productivity 
a. Number of narratives
  As can be seen from Table 4.20, Stijn produced the most narratives in spontaneous 

speech, followed by Floor. Hazel produced only one. So while Hazel was most 
productive in narrative elicitation tasks, this was not reflected in the number of 
narratives in her spontaneous speech recorded in the project. It is interesting to 
note that there was a difference in the initiating behaviour of these narratives 
in spontaneous speech:  Stijn initiated 25% of his narratives with the rest being 
elicited by one of the parents or the investigator, while Floor started her narratives 
in 86% of the cases.

Table 4.20 Frequency of narrative production in spontaneous speech around age seven

Hazel Floor Stijn

Number of narratives 1 7 12

a. Length of narratives
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  As a second measure of narrative productivity the average number of utterances 
in a child’s  narrative was calculated. As demonstrated in Table 4.21, Stijn had the 
longest narratives, followed by Floor. Hazel’s narrative is shortest, but this may be 
due to the lack of data. 1

Table 4.21 Average number of utterances per narrative in spontaneous speech around age 

seven

Hazel Floor Stijn

Mean number of utterances (8) 11.4 12.3

Complex language:  MLU5, Subordinate clauses and TTR
Table 4.22 shows that the mean length of the five longest utterances (MLU5) is 

quite high in comparison with the scoring in elicited narratives (compare Tables 4.11 
and 4.13). Floor scored highest, Stijn slightly lower. The same is true for subordinate 
clauses. There are no norms to compare the children with. The TTR was also calculated. 
As shown in Table 4.22 Floor scores higher than Stijn on the TTR.  Hazel is highest on the 
basis of her one narrative but this has to be treated with caution. When more data are 
included, the TTR naturally decreases.

Table 4.22 Narrative complex language around age seven: MLU5, Subordinate clauses, and 
TTR

Hazel Floor      Stijn

MLU5 (8) 18.4     17.4

Subordinate clauses (3) 2       1.1

TTR (0.78) 0. 67       0.50

Summarizing narrative ability in spontaneous speech around age seven the ranking 
on the different variables in shown in Table 4.23

Table 4.23 Narrative ability in spontaneous speech around age seven: ranking the children

Component Variables Hazel Floor Stijn

NARRATIVE PRODUCTIVITY Number of narratives 3 2 1

Number of utterances (3) 2 1

NARRATIVE COMPLEX 
LANGUAGE

MLU5 (3) 1 2

Subordinate clauses (1) 2 3

TTR (1) 2 3

1  Hazel’s figures on spontaneous narratives will be put in brackets because they are based on 
one narrative only
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Although the ranking is  difficult to interpret for the spontaneous narratives due 
to Hazel only producing one narrative, it is interesting that Stijn is last in the ranking on 
two of the variables related to complex language.  This picture fits with the results from 
the elicited narratives. 

4.6  Discussion and Conclusions
By using both narrative elicitation tasks and narratives in spontaneous speech it 

was possible to measure three different aspects of narrative ability: productivity, story 
structure and complex language. The main focus of this chapter was the measurement 
of narrative ability in the three children at age seven in order to be able to consider the 
relation between earlier aspects of language development and the status of narrative 
development at this age. The emphasis is specifically on the relative differences 
between the three children and exploring whether different patterns of early language 
development relate to patterns of narrative ability. As was shown in previous discussions 
all three children score within the normal range, or above, on the narrative variables 
where this could be estimated on the basis of normed data or results of previous 
research. 

Table 4.26 summarizes the results on the various measures indicating the order 
in which the children scored. Many of the differences between the children were very 
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small but the general picture is important here. 
Table 4.26 Summary of ranking narrative ability age seven, based on the  Frog story task, 

Bus story task and narratives in Spontaneous speech; comparative differences. In brackets: 

result based on one narrative.

Narrative component, measure Hazel Floor Stijn

NARRATIVE PRODUCTIVITY

Frog: TU 1 2 3

Bus: TU 2 3 1

Spon: mean TU/ per narrative (3) 2 1

Spon: number of narratives 3 2 1

Mean ranking 2.3 2.3 1.5

NARRATIVE STORY STRUCTURE

Frog: story score 2 1 3

Frog: planning components 1.5 1.5 3

Bus: planning components 2 1 3

Mean ranking 1.8 1.2 3

NARRATIVE COMPLEX LANGUAGE

Frog: language score 1 2 3

Frog: MLU5 1 2 3

Bus: MLU5 1 3 2

Spon: MLU5 (3) 1 2

Frog: Subordinate clauses 1 2.5 2.5

Bus: Subordinate clauses 1 3 2

Spon: Subordinate clauses (1) 2 3

Frog: TTR 2.5 1 2.5

Bus: TTR 1 3 2

Spon: TTR (1) 2 3

Mean ranking 1.4 2.2 2.5

Overall mean ranking 1.8 1.9 2.3

Calculated over all three aspects of narrative ability Hazel and Floor rank higher 
than Stijn, Hazel most often ending up as number 1, with Floor in second position. It 
is, however, striking that Hazel produces the fewest narratives in spontaneous speech. 
When viewing the three separate components of narrative ability a finer detailed 
ranking of the children emerges. 

Narrative productivity. Stijn ranks highest on this component. This results from the 
fact that Stijn produces the most and the longest narratives in spontaneous speech and 
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in one of the two elicited tasks. The girls are in the second position. As reviewed in the 
literature (Hart & Risley, 1995) there is a link between the quantity of children’s language 
production and their vocabulary size. The current study suggests that there may also 
be a connection between narrative productivity and vocabulary size as Stijn had the best 
score on expressive vocabulary at seven years. 

Narrative story structure. Floor ranks highest, followed by Hazel and then Stijn. 
Floor excels in telling a clear and coherent story to the listener. Close inspection of the 
elicited narratives of the two sisters, e.g. the way the two sisters generate the story 
of the escaped frog (see Appendix 7), reveals that Floor’s style of story generation is 
less extended and less descriptive than her sister’s. She seems more dramatically 
inspired and engaged, using short utterances and direct speech, inventing names for 
her protagonists. 

Narrative complex language. Hazel ranks highest on the narrative measures that 
reflect narrative complex language ability (Language score, MLU5, subordinate clauses, 
TTR) and this confirms the picture from the general language results for syntax (Section 
4.2). As mentioned above, she produces far fewer narratives in spontaneous speech 
indicating that high complex language ability does not imply a high productivity of 
narratives.  Complex language does not go together with story structure either. Generating 
narratives in spontaneous speech probably draws on other abilities or on a motivation 
to narrate. The difference between the twin girls is relevant. Both girls were present 
when the spontaneous speech was recorded at age seven. In that recording Floor 
produced seven narratives, mostly on her own initiative, in contrast to one from Hazel. 
Floor thus appears to be dominant in that situation. 

The results also reflect relations between narrative ability and general language 
skills measured at age seven, as well as relations between narrative ability at age seven 
and age 4;3. Hazel ranks at age seven highest in the complex language component of 
narrative ability and highest in grammatical structure. Stijn, at 4;3 scoring highest at 
expressive vocabulary ranks highest on expressive vocabulary at age seven as well, 
suggesting that expressive vocabulary remains stable over time. To summarize, with 
respect to narrative ability at age seven, Hazel has a high grammatical language level 
and Floor is a good story teller. Stijn is highest in narrative productivity. This is clearest 
in the narratives in spontaneous speech. The aspects to be considered in the following 
chapters will be related to the characteristics of the three children as described here. 
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Chapter 5  Non Present Talk 

5.1 Introduction

In this chapter data are presented on the development of nonpresent talk (NPT) age 
1;9 – 3;9 as related to narrative ability at age seven. In the literature review in Chapter 
2 the use of nonpresent talk in interactions with young children was seen to be highly 
relevant for later narrative ability as the work of Uccelli et al. (2005), (Section 2.3.2) and 
Reese (1995), (Section 2.3.3) demonstrated. Unfortunately as was stated in Section 
2.3.1 there is no uniform definition of nonpresent talk. For this study it was therefore 
important to set up a clear definition (Section 3.3). In Section 5.2.1 this definition of 
nonpresent talk (NPT) will be operationalized. 

The main aim of this chapter is to describe how NPT develops between 1;9 and 3;9 
in the three Dutch children and how it relates to their narrative ability at age seven. The 
frequency of NPT segments will be measured. As explained in Section 2.3, it is expected 
to increase over this period.  The contexts in which NPT occur will also be examined, 
because of their potential relevance for the production of nonpresent talk (Section 2.3.1).  
Based on previous research the child’s ability to initiate NPT segments (Section 1.2) is 
expected to increase, and could well be related to later narrative ability.  The frequency of 
NPT and the child’s ability to initiate NPT will finally be related to the children’s narrative 
ability at age seven. Previous research has shown relationships between engagement 
in nonpresent talk at earlier ages and later narrative ability (Peterson & McCabe, 1991; 
Lange & Carroll, 2003; Fivush et al., 2006; Reese & Newcombe, 2006). Summarizing, the 
research questions related to NPT between 1;9 and 3;9 are:

1. To what extent does NPT increase in frequency? 
2. Is the frequency of NPT related to specific settings?
3. How does the child’s ability to initiate NPT develop? 
4. How are individual differences in the development of NPT related to narrative 

ability at age seven? 

This chapter dicusses (1) general developmental trends for the three children, (2) 
variation between the two families, as well as (3) individual differences between the 
children in the development of NPT. In Section 5.2 the method is described followed 
by the results in Section 5.3. In Section 5.4 the results are discussed and conclusions 
drawn.
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5.2 Method

The data from the three children (Hazel, Floor, Stijn) were taken from the recordings 
made at 3-month intervals between 1;9 and 3;9. The definition of NPT as used in 
this study was set out in Section 3.3 together with the procedure for identifying NPT 
segments. Here the coding schemes for NPT and NPT settings will be described (Section 
5.2.1) as well as the way individual differences were measured (Section 5.2.2).

5.2.1 Coding and analysis
 

Types of NPT segments
 The NPT segments were identified according to the procedure set out in Section 

3.3. They were then divided into four main categories, NPT discussing (1) past events, (2) 
future events, (3) fantasy talk and (4) other NPT (see Table 5.1). Past events and fantasy 
talk were defined following Reese (1995) and Uccelli et al. (2005). The categories for 
future events were set up for this project based on the categories used for Past.  NPT 
Other was also worked out for this study.  

 Research on past events had not distinguished between the distance between 
the present and the past event.  Such subcategories were set up for this analysis (de 
Blauw & Baker, 2009).  Past and future events were divided into four subcategories 
according to the size of the distance from the past. The interviews and later questioning 
(Section 3.2.2) were the basis for obtaining the information in order to be able to make 
this categorization. 

 Fantasy talk was divided into three subcategories: symbolic play (adult is not 
or minimally involved), role play (both are actively involved), and the child’s creation of 
rhymes, songs and stories. Fantasy talk may include temporal aspects.  A child may well 
refer to the past or the future in the fantasy sequence, but the classification of Fantasy 
is the overriding category. 

NPT Other necessarily covers diverse types of NPT being all NPT segments that are 
not past, future or fantasy. These subcategories had their basis in previous research on 
nonpresent talk (Section 2.3.1), or were constructed for this study. The subcategories 
talking-about-invisible-or-absent-objects-and-persons and talking-about-likes-and-dislikes 
are based on the research of Ninio and Snow (1996) and Uccelli et al. (2005). The 
subcategory talking-about-knowledge-and/or-memory (in Chapter 7 abbreviated as NPT 
Know) was constructed for this study. The NPT Other subcategories  story re-telling: 
discussing-books, television program, videos, and  singing-real-songs, rhymes-and-verses, 
are partially based on Uccelli et al. (2005), on Dickinson and Tabors (2001), on De Haan 
et al. (2009), and partially constructed for this study.
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Table 5.1: NPT coding scheme

Category 1: Discussing the PAST based on distance in time
1A:  (recent past): refers to event(s) that took place earlier in time: the same day, varying from 

one minute to a few hours before the speech time. Example: well done, you finished your 
bottle!

1B:  (yesterday – last week) refers to event(s) that took place earlier in time: the day before (yes-
terday) up to one week earlier. Example: who came to see us yesterday? Granny?

1C:  (few weeks/ months ago) refers to event(s) that took place more than one week earlier up 
to 6 months before the speech time. Example: do you remember when we saw those seals? 
Last summer, on your birthday?

1D:  (> 6 months ago) refers to event(s) that took place more than 6 months earlier. Example: 
and then Saint Nicholas arrived on a boat, do you remember?

Category 2: Discussing the FUTURE based on distance in time
2A:  (immediate future) refers to event(s) that will take place on the same day as speech time, 

varying from the next minutes to the next hours. Example: shall we go upstairs?
2B:  (tomorrow- next week) refers to event(s) that will take place after the speech time: varying 

from the next day up to one week from speech time. Example: next weekend dad will fix it.
2C:  (in the next weeks/ months) refers to event(s) that will take place in the future: varying from 

one week up to 6 months later. Example: mummy’s birthday will be after Christmas.
2D:  (> 6 months) refers to event(s) that will take place in the future: 6 months later. Example:  it 

will take a while, but next summer you will be bridesmaids. 
Category 3: FANTASY TALK
3A: symbolic play: child plays and talks, adult is present, talks sometimes with child.
3B: role play: child and adult play together and talk to each other.
3C: child creates own story, verse, or song.
Category 4: OTHER
4A: talking about real but invisible or absent objects and persons  (e.g. a parent not at home)
4B: talking about likes and dislikes (look, an ice cream. You don’t like ice creams, do you?)
4C: talking about knowledge and/or memory (NPT Know) (what is his name again?)
4D: story re-telling: discussing read books, watched television programme, videos 
4E:  singing real (existing, traditional) songs, rhymes and verses, child on its own or together 

with adult.
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Settings
In order to investigate the role of context on NPT, all NPT segments were coded for 

setting.  Five main categories of setting were distinguished (see Table 5.2). 

Table 5.2 Setting Coding scheme 

Main category Definition Examples

1. EATING-DRINK-
ING

Children and parent(s) sit down in 
order to eat and/or drink

Mealtime, coffee time, tea time, 
snack time

2. BODY CARE Physical care Diapering, dressing, bathing, toi-
leting, preparing for bedtime

3. TOY PLAY Child is engaged in play, parent is 
present and around but not ac-
tively engaged

Playing with toys, books, scrib-
bling, play with clay, playground 
equipment such as climbing 
frame, swing etc., riding a tricycle, 
bike

4. PARENT- CHILD 
ROUTINES

Active cooperation of both part-
ners 

Household work, book reading, 
discussing pictures or video, sing-
ing, games, role play

5. OTHER Child and parent are on the move 
indoor or outdoor

Moving in the house from room to 
room, upstairs/ downstairs, mov-
ing outdoor, cycling, shopping

Initiations by the child
Per NPT segment the initiator of the segment was identified. In many cases this 

is quite clear. As in Excerpt 5.1 the adult introduces a NPT segment about milk in the 
holidays by asking a question about butter milk. 

(Excerpt 5.1) an example of NPT adult initiation. Situation: Hazel (2;9) and family returned 

from their summer holidays a few days earlier

Mother:  hadden ze in Frankrijk ook karnemelk?

  ‘did they have buttermilk in France?’

Hazel:  nee

  ‘no’

Mother:   nee, gek he!

  ‘no, isn’t that strange!’

However at young ages child initiations can be less clear. In such cases the 
interpretation of the adult in the interaction was taken as the indication of the initiation. 
In Excerpt (5.2) at 1;9 Hazel is pointing in the direction of the paddling pool in the 
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distance, while it is not evident what this pointing means. Her mother interprets her 
pointing gesture and words as if Hazel starts a NPT segment on ‘non-present objects’, 
the water in the distance (categorized as NPT Other, invisible). The mother interprets her 
behaviour as intentional.

(Excerpt 5.2) An example of a NPT child initiative, Hazel (1;9), as interpreted by her mother. 

Situation: Hazel (1;9) and  family are at a recreation area with playing fields and water. Ten minutes 

earlier her sister Floor had been in the water, with her mother. Hazel had not wanted to go in the 

water.  Now the girls are playing on a seesaw and Hazel first points in the direction of the water 

and then to her father, who is a little further away. Mother interprets Hazel’s communication as an 

initiative to discuss what happened.

Hazel:  [first pointing in the direction of the paddling pool a little further away, then in  

  the other direction at  her father who is busy with the bikes]  pappa wate

  ‘daddy water’

Mother:  pappa is nog niet in het water geweest. Hazel ook niet.

  ‘daddy did not  go into the water yet. Nor did Hazel ’

Hazel:  nee

  ‘no’

Mother:  nee. Floor wel

  ‘no. Floor did’

Hazel:  wel

  ‘did ’

Mother:  Floor wel, samen met mamma

  ‘Floor did, together with mummy’

Hazel:  mamma

  ‘mummy’

Mother:  ja was heel lekker

  ‘yes felt really good’

Hazel:  Hazel niet

  ‘Hazel not’

Mother:  nee Hazel niet.

  ‘no Hazel didn’t.’

5.2.2 Analysis of individual data
The twin sisters, Hazel and Floor, were video-recorded together. At home they were 

always together with one or both of their parents. In order to identify individual characteristics 
in their behaviour, the data had to be assigned to one child or the other where possible. The 
NPT segments of Hazel and Floor were thus divided into three categories: 
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1. NPT Hazel & Floor (NPT HF): both children are actively participating in the 
interaction with the adult(s); 

2. NPT Hazel (NPT H): only Hazel is actively involved in the interaction with the 
adult(s), and Floor is not actively participating; and 

3. NPT Floor (NPT F): only Floor is actively participating and Hazel is not involved.
Results for Hazel were measured by counting NPT HF + NPT H. Individual results for 

Floor were measured by counting NPT HF + NPT F.

5.3 Results

5.3.1  Development of NPT
 

Table 5.3 sets out the number of NPT segments from the 7 sessions per family 
and the amount of total recorded time. There is a relatively low frequency of NPT in the 
Hazel- Floor family sample at 2;3 and in both families at 3;3. At 2;3 the setting with Hazel 
and Floor was unusual since they were above all baking cookies, that is a hands-on 
activity eliciting predominantly present talk, unlike the variety of settings in most other 
recordings (see also Section 5.3.2). The low frequency at 3;3, in both families, cannot  be 
explained  by the length of the sessions nor by a lack of variety of settings. 

Table 5.3 Raw data: NPT segments 1;9 – 3;9, number and recorded time

Age Hazel- Floor family Stijn family

NPT segments Total recorded 
time (min)

NPT segments Total recorded 
time (min)

1;9 14 60 16 77

2;0 19 114 16 75

2;3 7 58 22 93

2;6 23 79 19 110

2;9 35 112 35 87

3;3 9 94 9 110

3;9 25 96 26 118

Total
segments

123 613 143 670

Total time 10 hours,  
13 minutes

11 hours, 
10 minutes

 
In order to compare the data of the two families the number of NPT segments was 

calculated per hour. Table 5.4 shows the development in frequency of NPT over the two 
years period from 1;9 – 3;9. The results show that NPT at 3;9 in comparison to 1;9 had 
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only slightly increased. At time point 2;9 however the occurrence of NPT is higher than 
before and after this age. This is true in both families. At 2;9 for the Stijn family  the 
number of NPT segments has  almost doubled in comparison to 1;9.

Table 5.4 Number of NPT segments 1;9- 3;9 per hour and percentage of the time per hour,  

in the two families
Age 1;9 2;0 2;3 2;6 2;9 3;3 3;9

HF S HF S HF S HF S HF S HF S HF S

Number 

per hour

13 12.5 5.3 12.8 7.2 14.2 17.5 10.4 18.8 24.1 5.7 4.9 15.7 13.2

Percentage 

time per 

hour

13.7 16.8 8.9 8.8 5.1 10.7 13.7 15.3 33.6 34.2 12.6 15.4 18.5 24.1

 When calculated on the basis of the percentage of time spent on NPT as opposed 
to the number of NPT sequences the difference between 1;9 and 3;9 is greater. This 
means that the frequency is about the same but the time spent on NPT has increased.  
Based on Uccelli et al. (2005) it was expected that NPT would have increased between 
1;9 and 3;9, but in this study an increase up to 2;9 as well as a decrease after 2;9 were 
found. This is mainly due to the high amount of Fantasy talk at 2;9 as demonstrated 
in Table 5.4. The frequency of NPT segments can also be considered in terms of the 
individual children, as opposed to the two families.  Splitting up the data of the twin girls 
as explained in Section 5.2.2, shows that the three children are involved in NPT ranging 
from about 4 times to 24 times per hour (see Figure 5.1). At most data points it is Stijn 
who is most frequently engaged in NPT (peaking at 2;9), followed by Hazel, and then 
Floor, who is  least actively involved.  

Figure 5.1 Children’s involvement in NPT between 1;9 – 3;9. The number of segments per 

hour in which the three children were engaged in NPT

When NPT is considered in terms of the categories and subcategories (see Table 
5.5)  the  occurrence  of these categories as related to one another can be evaluated as 
well as the development of the (sub)categories over time.
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Studied over the two year period NPT Other forms the largest category, immediately 
followed by NPT Past. The categories NPT Future and NPT Fantasy are both much 
smaller. Between ages 1;9 and 3;9 discussing past events apparently occurred much 
more frequently than discussing future events or fantasy talk.  It is striking how from 
age 1;9 on the time reference gradually moved further away from the here-and-now 
(see Figure 5.2).  At age 1;9 most  past events that were discussed  were restricted to the 
recent past (see Excerpt 5.2).   At 2;9 most discussions of the past were related to what 
has happened on the preceding days of the week (see Excerpt 5.1). At 3;9  events  that 
happened more than 6 months ago were included for the first time, as demonstrated 
in Excerpt 5.3.  

(Excerpt 5.2) an example of NPT Past recent. Situation: Floor (1;9) was in the paddling pool 

10 minutes earlier

Mother:   het was lekker in het water heh

  ‘the water was good, wasn’t it’

Floor:  [points]

(Excerpt 5.12) an example of NPT Past last week/ previous days. Situation: Hazel (2;9) and 

family returned from their summer holidays a few days earlier

Mother:  hadden ze in Frankrijk ook karnemelk?

  ‘did they have buttermilk in France?’

Hazel:  nee

  ‘no’

Mother:   nee, gek he!

  ‘no, isn’t that strange!’

(Excerpt 5.3) an example of NPT Past more than 6 months ago. Hazel and Floor (3;9) looking 

at photos of the childcare in their former home town. They moved  18 months earlier.

Hazel: Floor ging de fiets overeind zetten, want ze was van de fiets gevallen
 ‘Floor was putting up the bike, because she had fallen off the bike’

Floor:  nee, nee, niet daar. Thuis.

  ‘no, no, not there. At home

2  This excerpt had been given in 5.2.1 as an example of parental initiative
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Figure 5.2  Distribution of the four subcategories NPT Past 1;9 – 3;9, mean scores all children

NPT Future. Although discussing future events occurs less frequently in comparison to 
discussing past events, the same developmental trend can be observed. Up to 2;9 all 
sequences refered to the immediate future, close to the here-and-now. Moreover most 
often it was the parent, not the child, who initiated this talk (see Excerpt 5.4). Talking 
about future events increased from age 2;9 on, discussing events in the future weeks 
and even months ahead (see Excerpt 5.5). From this time point they could be initiated 
by the children as well as by the adults.
 
(Excerpt 5.4) an example of NPT immediate future. Situation: Father and S (1;9) are playing 

together on  the ground floor

Father:  zullen we naar boven gaan, naar mamma?

  ‘shall we go upstairs, to mummy?’

Stijn:  [walks in the direction of the stairs]

(Excerpt 5.5) an example of  NPT next weeks/ months. Situation: Stijn (3;9) and parents are 

sitting on the couch having coffee

Father:   wat gaan we doen binnenkort? Maar het duurt nog wel even hoor. Als Sinterklaas al 

weer weg is. En dan nog een hele tijd. Waar gaan we dan naar toe?

  ‘What are we going to do soon? It will take a while. When Saint Nicholas has   

  already gone. And then quite a long time. Where will  we go then?’

Stijn:  naar De Efteling

  ‘to De Efteling’ [an amusement park]

Father:  naar de Efteling
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  ‘to De Efteling’

Stijn:  naar Nijntje en Doornroosje en de sprookjesbos.

  to Miffy and Sleeping Beauty and the fairy tale forest.

Fantasy talk.  As was demonstrated in Figure 5.3 the frequency of Fantasy talk 
increases after 2;6 and  peaks at 2;9. This is true in both families, but in the Stijn family 
there is proportionally more Fantasy talk than in the Hazel- Floor family (Figure 5.4).  
From age 2;6 there is a rise in Fantasy talk, particularly in two subcategories,  ‘symbolic 
play’ (see Excerpt 5.6) and ‘role play’ (see Excerpt 5.7). At 3;9 symbolic play had almost 
vanished, at least in the sessions recorded. 

Figure 5.3 Development of Fantasy talk, 1;9 – 3;9: number of segments per hour, in the two 

families 

(Excerpt 5.6): example of NPT fantasy, symbolic play. Situation: Hazel & Floor (2;9) are playing 

with modelling clay pretending they are cooking, their mother is closeby sweeping the floor.

Hazel:  ik zal pizza bakken

  ‘I am going to  bake pizza’

Mother:  ga je nou pizza bakken? Dat is ook lekker hoor

  ‘are you going to bake pizza now? That is tasty too’

Hazel:  ik zal pizza bakken bij de pinazie

  ‘I shall bake pizza to go with the spinach’

Floor:  nee vieze pinazie

  ‘no horrible spinach

Mother:  vieze spinazie? Nou zeg

  ‘horrible spinach? really’
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Floor:  vinden wij lekker

  ‘we love it’

Mother:  o jullie wel?

  ‘o do you?’

  [NPT-sequence continues]

(Excerpt 5.7) Example of NPT Fantasy, role play. Situation: Stijn ( 2;9) and his father are 

acting out  Saint Nicholas and Black Pete

Stijn:   Ik wil Sinterklaas zijn. Dan moet ik even hoed op. Ik heb een hoed nodig. Oh, een 

zwartepietenpet is ook goed. Dat is dezelfde. En dan ben jij Zwarte Piet.

   ‘I want to be Saint Nicholas. So I need a hat. I need a hat. Oh, a Black Pete cap 

is also ok. That ‘s the same. And then you are Black Pete’

Father:  ok

  ‘ok’

Stijn:  kan jij zo de riem vasthouden?

  ‘can you hold the belt?’

Father:  hallo Sinterklaas

  ‘hello Saint Nicholas’

Stijn:  hallo.

  ‘hello’.

NPT Other. In Figure 5.4 the mean scores of the subcategories of NPT Other 
are presented. The data were pooled for the two families to highlight the different 
developmental courses of the subcategories.  

Figure 5.4 Development of the subcategories of NPT Other 1;9 -3;9, number of segments per 

hour (data pooled for the two families) 
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The subcategory Talking about knowledge & memory (NPT Know) occurred most 
frequently, from the earliest recording on and  increased over time (see Excerpt 5.8).

(Excerpt 5.8) Example of Talking about knowledge & memory. Situation:  Stijn 2;6 and his 

mother are at the lunch table,  mother is eliciting  knowledge about where family members 

live.

Mother:  hee Stijn en waar woont dan ouwe opa?

  ‘hey Stijn and where does old grandpa live?’

Stijn:  in Delft

  ‘in Delft’

Mother:  ja vlak…..

  ‘yes near…….’

Stijn:  bij ons

  ‘near us’

Mother:  vlakbij ons ja, maar niet naast ons, want naast ons wonen de…..

  ‘near us yes, but not nextdoor to us, because nextdoor to us live…..’

Stijn:  buurden

  ‘neighbours’

Mother:  buren. Jaaaah! En waar woont oma Pien?

  ‘Neighbours. Yeees! And where does oma Pien lives?’

Stijn:  in Pijnikker

  ‘in Pijnikker’

Mother:  Pijnacker

  ‘Pijnacker’

[NPT-sequence continues, another four people are discussed]

Subcategory talking-about-invisible-or-absent-objects-and-persons appeared to occur 
most often early on at ages 1;9 and 2;0. At 1;9 all three children communicated about 
things or people they could hear but could not see (see Excerpt 5.9). Note that at later 
time points this subcategory of NTP was less prominent or even not present at all. 

(Excerpt 5.9) An example of talking about what-one-can-hear-but-not-see. Situation:  Floor 

(1;9) and family are at a recreation area next to a highway. There is  noise of the traffic but 

one cannot see it because the highway is hidden behind trees. Note the use of nonverbal 

communicative means by the child and the mother at this age.

Floor:  [pointing in the wrong direction] auto!

  ‘car’

Mother:  auto? Ik zie geen auto [schudt nee]

  ‘car? I can’t see a car [shaking head]                                                                                                                                            
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Floor:  [shrugging, gesturing ‘gone’]

Mother:  nee

  ‘no’

Floor:  [pointing in the direction of the trees] daar!

  ‘there’

Mother:  ja je hoort ze wel [raising listening  finger] daar ja [nods]

  ‘yes you can hear them. There yes’

[NPT segment continues]

Subcategory talking-about-likes-and-dislikes hardly occurred in this study. At 
2;9 the girls were talking extensively about the taste of food, but the NPT segments 
here were coded as Fantasy talk since they were pretending to cook with modelling 
clay. Subcategory story re-telling: discussing books, television programs, and videos was 
emerging from 2;6 onward, albeit not in both families at the same rate. In the Stijn 
family telling family stories and discussing and retelling picture books and television 
programs was a favourite routine. Subcategory singing real songs, rhymes and verses, 
child on its own or together with adult appeared in the data at 2;3, and was also more 
prominent in the Stijn family than in the girls’ family.

In sum, the category NPT Other was found to be large and varied. NPT subcategories 
were dependent on age. Talking about likes and dislikes was frequent between 1;8 and 
2;8 in the study by Uccelli et al. (2005) but turned out to be less important in this study. 
The subcategory Talking about knowledge & memory is the only subcategory present at 
all ages, and it became increasingly important from 2;6 on, especially in the Hazel- Floor 
family. In general NPT was more frequent in the Stijn family than the Hazel- Floor family 
and Stijn participated more in NPT than Hazel and Floor, and Hazel more than Floor. 

Table 5.6 indicates the individual differences between the sisters in their 
development of subcategories. Measured at ages 1;9, 2;9 and 3;9 Hazel and Floor differed 
in quantity, Hazel being more frequently involved in all NPT subcategories. Qualitatively 
there are no differences. They were comparably involved in the same subcategories, 
except at age 3;9 when Hazel was more frequently involved in subcategory talking about 
knowledge & memory (NPT Know). So between the girls there was a difference in quantity 
and not in quality.
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Table 5.6 Difference between Hazel and Floor in use of subcategories NPT at 1;9, 2;9 and 3;9, 

amount per hour 

Hazel
1;9

Hazel
2;9

Hazel
3;9

Haz
Total

Floor
1;9

Floor
2;9

Floor
3;9

Fl
Total

PAST total 2 4.2 5.0 11.2 - 3.2 5.0 8.2

Recent 2 2.1 0.6

Day-week - 1.6 - - 2.1 -

Week-months - 0.5 2.5 - - 1.9

6 months - - 1.9 - - 3.1

FUTURE total 4 1.5 1.2 6.7 2 1.5 1.2 4.7

Immediate 4 0.5 0.6 2 0.5 0.6

Day-week - 0.5 - - - -

Week-months - 0.5 0.6 0 0.5 0.6

6 months - 0 0 - 0.5 -

FANTASY total - 2.7 1.3 4.0 - 2.6 0.6 3.2

Symbolic play - 2.7 1.3 - 2.1 0.6

Role play - - - - 0.5 -

Creative - - 1.3 - - 0.6

OTHER total 6 5.3 5.0 16.3 6 4.8 1.3 12.1

Invisible 5 1.1 - 5 1.1 1.3

(Dis)like - 0.5 - - 0.5 -

Knowl./mem. 1 3.2 5.0 1 2.7 1.3

Retelling - 0.5 - - 0.5 -

Singing - - - - - -

5.3.2 NPT in relation to settings

As discussed in Section 2.3.1 NPT may occur more prominently in some settings 
than others.  The settings were categorized into five types (Table 5.2) and the distribution 
of NPT over the settings was calculated.  NPT segments were found that occurred in 
each of the five setting types (see Table 5.7). Most NPT occurred while sitting together 
in order to eat or drink. This setting includes regular mealtimes  as well as sitting down 
for coffee in the morning, tea time in the afternoon or during ‘snack time’. This result 
supports Dickinson and Tabor’s (2001) finding that nonpresent talk frequently occurred 
in eating and playing together. In this study also parent-child routines were frequently 
a context of NPT, more often in the Stijn family than in the family of the girls. These 
parent-child routines are cooperative situations where both partners are actively 
involved, such as household work, preparing drinks and snacks together, discussing 
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books, or a video, and singing songs, playing games and role play. NPT during toy play 
involves the child on his or her own engaged in play, with an adult around who is not 
actively engaged but who is communicating from time to time. In toy play all kinds of 
indoor toys are involved, but also outdoor playground equipment, such as a swing, a 
slide, tricycles et cetera. Body care was not such a frequent context, although more 
frequent at 1;9  than at 3;9. The two families scored similarly for most settings, but 
there is a difference between parent-child routines and toy play. The Stijn family had 
more parent-child routines  while Hazel and Floor were more often engaged in toy play. 
This suggests that the settings in which NPT is taking place may vary between families, 
reflecting family preferences. 

Table 5.7 Distribution of NPT segments across the setting types in the period 1;9 – 3;9 for 

both families

Hazel/Floor Stijn

EAT & DRINK 29% 28%

CARE 14% 13%

TOY PLAY 29% 21%

PARENT-CHILD ROUTINE 17% 33%

OTHER 11% 5%

100% 100%

5.3.3 Initiating NPT  

Every NPT segment from 1;9 – 3;9 was coded for the person who initiated the 
segment: the adult or the child. Table 5.8 shows the results of this analysis in terms of 
the percentage of adult initiations. This analysis is done per set of parents, and not per 
child. Up to age 2;6 in the Hazel-Floor family more initiatives are taken by the adults 
than by  the children. However after 2;6 Hazel-Floor take relatively more initiatives than 
their parents. This is not the case in the Stijn family; although the percentage of their 
initiations gradually decreases, and Stijn’s increases, Stijn’s parents continue to take 
relatively more initiatives.  At 3;9 they  take almost all initiatives; possibly due to Stijn’s 
illness in the days before the recording. So in comparison in the Stijn family the adults 
initiated more NPT segments than their child over the whole period, whereas in the 
Hazel-Floor family from 2;6 on the children initiated more often  than their parents. 
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Table 5.8 Percentage of adult initiating behaviour in NPT as opposed to child initiatives, in 

the two families

Age Hazel-Floor family Stijn-family

Adult Adult

1;9 54 60

2;0 90 69

2;3 71 71

2;6 39 71

2;9 49 53

3;3 45 55

3;9 24 88

It is interesting to observe that the settings of child Initiating behaviour may 
vary between families. Analysing the categories of NPT the children display initiating 
behaviour, it appears that Hazel and Floor take initiative mostly in discussions on past 
events and on knowledge. Stijn initiates more in Fantasy talk and in retelling stories. 

Figure 5.5  Percentage of NPT initiated by children, at 2;6, 2;9 and 3;9

Splitting the results for the two girls it is possible to show the percentage of 
initiations taken by the three individual children.  Hazel takes far more initiating moves 
than her sister at the three age points taken here (Figure 5.5), and also more than Stijn.  
The conclusion is (Table 5.9) that although Stijn is more frequently engaged in NPT, 
Hazel demonstrates most initiating behaviour in NPT, followed by Stijn, followed by 
Floor.
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Table 5.9 Ranking the children on NPT 1;9 – 3;9

Hazel Floor Stijn

Frequency NPT 2 3 1

Initiating NPT 1 3 2

5.3.4  Relationship with narrative ability at age seven

In Chapter 4 the narrative ability in the three children at age seven was measured 
in order to explore NPT as a possible precursor of later narrative ability. Viewed from 
the perspective of the three components of narrative ability showed different abilities in 
the three children: Stijn ranked highest on narrative productivity, Floor on narrative story 
structure, and Hazel on narrative complex language. 

Based on previous research a relationship between engagement in NPT at early 
ages and later narrative ability was predicted (Section 2.3.1). In the current study for one 
component of narrative ability, narrative productivity, there appears to be a connection 
between early engagement in NPT and narrative ability at age seven. Stijn scored 
highest on involvement in early NPT and scored highest on narrative productivity at age 
seven. It was not, however, the case that this led to the highest scores in narrative story 
structure, or narrative complex language. The relation seems to be restricted to narrative 
productivity.

There is a second relation observed: between initiating NPT and narrative complex 
language. Child’s initiating behavior in parent-child social interaction, starting in the first 
year of life is considered to be a sign of advanced language acquisition (Section 1.2). The 
data of this study underline the findings of previous studies. In the current study the 
child (Hazel) who scored highest in the amount of initiating behavior of NPT between 1;9 
-3;9 excelled at age seven on narrative complex language. The relation between NPT and 
narrative story structure is less visible. Floor scored highest on narrative story structure 
but did not excel in any of the studied aspects of NPT nor on frequency of NPT nor on 
NPT initiating behavior. 

These findings suggest two candidate precursors of later narrative ability: the 
amount of engagement in NPT and child’s ability to initiate NPT; both however seem to 
be related to different components of narrative ability at age seven.

5.4  Discussion and conclusions 

This chapter focused on the development of NPT in early parent-child interaction 
and its relevance for later narrative ability, based on the claim of Uccelli et al. (2005) 
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that the extent to which children are engaged in NPT, in the genres non-present talk or 
fantasy talk at ages 1;8 and 2;8,  is related to the quality of respectively their personal 
narrative or their fictional narrative at age 5. This study here considered the frequency 
of NPT, specific settings of NPT, child initiation of NPT and individual differences as 
related to narrative ability age seven. In the current study NPT was defined as topic-
specific discussions referring to (1) past events, (2) future events, (3) fantasy, (4) other 
non-present talk. Of these four NPT categories the last category is the most frequent. 
NPT Past is more common than Fantasy talk and NPT Future. Moreover it was found 
that between ages 1;9 and 2;9 the reference to the past moved gradually further away 
from the here-and-now: starting with discussing only very recent past events, but at 
3;9 events that took place more than six months ago. Discussing the future lagged 
behind discussing the past. Until 2;9 future events were restricted to the near future 
and mostly initiated by the parent, announcing the next event. After 2;9 discussions 
related to future weeks and even months appeared, then also initiated by the children 
themselves. The amount of Fantasy talk increased from 2;6 on, peaked at 2;9 and has 
almost disappeared at 3;9.

Comparing the two families there are similar developments but also differences. In 
the Stijn family there was more Fantasy talk, as well as routines around story-retelling 
and singing songs and rhymes. NPT was more frequently initiated by the parents, 
although after age 2;9  Stijn’s amount of initiating behaviour increased. In the Hazel-
Floor family the picture is clear: from 2;6 on the girls take more initiative than their 
parents. Moreover Hazel and Floor more frequently take the initiating role in discussions 
on past events and on knowledge and memory, whereas Stijn initiated more frequently 
in fantasy talk and retelling. Regarding the setting, most NPT took place as the families 
were sitting down for eating and drinking. Some variation between the two families 
was found in that more NPT occurred in parent-child routines in the Stijn family, and 
more NPT occurred in toy play in the Hazel-Floor family. Splitting up the data of the 
thee individual children, it appeared that it was Stijn who was most often engaged in 
NPT, peaking at 2;9, followed by Hazel. But Hazel was more often actively involved in 
NPT than her sister. Hazel took far more initiating moves in NPT than her sister and also 
more than Stijn. 

Crucial in this study was the question how the results on NPT 1;9 – 3;9 fitted together 
with the results on narrative ability at children’s age seven. This study revealed that it 
is not only the quantity of engagement in NPT that may be considered as a precursor 
of narrative ability at age seven but also the child’s ability to initiate NPT. Based on 
the literature and the findings of this study, the tentative conclusion is that frequency 
of NPT occurrence in child’s conversations is related to narrative productivity and that 
frequency of initiation by the child is connected to narrative complexity.
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Chapter 6  Temporality: verb use, tense marking and TAMs in 
NPT 

6.1 Introduction

In this chapter the focus is on the three children’s growing expression of temporality 
in the context of parent-child NPT-interactions between age 1;9 and 3;9. As discussed in 
Section 2.5 temporality acquisition will be studied as a potential precursor of narrative 
ability at age seven. In Section 2.3.2 narrative development was shown to be related 
to temporality, but it has not been investigated in the context of its being a possible 
precursor of narrative ability. As discussed there, Berman and Slobin’s (1994: 19) 
definition of temporality will be used in this study.  

‘the expression of the location of events on the time line, temporal relations between events, 

and temporal constituency of events (contour, phase) by means of: tense/aspect marking 

on verbs, lexical marking of aspect (particles, verbs, adverbs), temporal conjunction and 

subordination.’

In this present study the parents and children were involved in conversations on 
topics outside the here-and-now as early as 1;9 (see Section 5.3.1). The development of 
temporality within NPT can therefore be investigated from this early age. 

As set out in Section 2.5, the research question in this chapter is: what is the relation 
between early temporality development in nonpresent talk (NPT) and later narrative 
ability? 

Temporality will be measured, following Uccelli (2009), by analysing three variables: 
verb use, tense marking and temporal/adverbial markers.  As discussed in Section 
3.2.1 the following pattern is expected in the development of temporality in Dutch. In 
the initial phases of language acquisition the vast majority of the child utterances is 
verbless (Bol & kuiken, 1988; Behrens, 1993; Uccelli, 2009) and the same is expected 
in NPT. Marking the past starts slowly. The present perfect tense should appear earlier 
than simple past tense, the past perfect tense and the future tense (De Houwer & 
Gillis, 1998). Past inflection in the correct form will also develop slowly. There might 
be considerable individual variation in the speed of development (Boland, 2006; Blom, 
2008). In order to explore the role of the parents in the expected variation, parental 
tense marking in NPT will be investigated as well. Aspectual markers for result (already) 
and recurrence (again, once more) are expected to appear productively before children 
encode temporality (Boland, 2006). The role of parental input of temporal/ aspectual 
markers is as yet unknown and will therefore also be explored.

In this chapter first the method will be discussed (Section 6.2) followed by the 
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results (Section 6.3). The relationship between temporality expression and narrative 
ability is explored in Section 6.4.

6.2  Method

As was described in Chapter 3, the data are taken from the three Dutch-speaking 
children over  two  years:  1;9 – 3;9. 

6.2.1  Verb use 

In order to measure the increase of children’s verb use in NPT the proportion of 
child utterances with a verb was expressed as a percentage of all child utterances.  Each 
child utterance in an NPT segment was coded as either having a verb or having no verb. 
A distinction was made in the utterances containing no verb between (a) pragmatically 
acceptable utterances as the result of ellipsis or in the context of a minimal response or 
(b) grammatically incorrect utterances. Excerpt 6.1 provides three examples of verbless 
utterances at age 1;9. Stijn’s answer ‘ball’ to his mother’s question ‘what were you 
doing?’ is grammatically incorrect since a verb is here obligatory. A correct answer could 
be ‘we played with the ball’. Stijn’s verbless answer ‘yes’ after his mother’s question 
‘puzzle?’ is verbless but pragmatically acceptable. Stijn’s utterance ‘puzze’ is ambiguous, 
since it is not clear if he intends to use the Dutch noun ‘puzzel’ or the verb ‘puzzelen’, 
as interpreted by his mother. It is therefore classed as non analysable. After excluding 
the unanalysable cases, the percentages of utterances in the three categories were 
calculated at three time points: 1;9, 2;9 and 3;9. 

(Excerpt 6.1) Example of verbless child utterances at 1;9, verbless in obliged context and 

pragmatically correct. Stijn  (1;9) and his Father go upstairs where his Mother is waiting

Mother:   wat was je aan het doen?

  ‘what were you doing?’

Stijn:   bal

  ‘ball’

Mother :   met de bal?

  ‘with the ball?’

Stijn:   [babbling+ ] kuzze

  ‘puzzle’

Mother:  puzzelen?
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  ‘puzzle?’

Stijn:   jaah

  ‘yes’

Father:   ja puzzelen hadden we gedaan.

  ‘yes we were playing with puzzles (lit. we did puzzling).’

It is to be expected that the category ‘verbless: grammatically incorrect’ will 
decrease over the period studied. The category ‘verbless: pragmatically acceptable’ can 
depend on the interaction style of the caretakers. If they ask many yes-no or specific 
wh-questions questions, then an elliptical answer without a verb may be appropriate. 
This might not change over time. As a second measure of verb use all verbs used by the 
children in NPT were counted and calculated, in both finite and non-finite forms, as a 
proportion of all words produced in order to track the development of this word class. 
It is expected that this proportion will increase between 1;9 and 3;9.

6.2.2 Tense marking

Five Dutch tenses were distinguished for the analysis of all finite verbs, based on 
Haeseryn  et al.(1997) ( Table 6.1).

Table 6.1 Coding scheme use of tenses, examples
Tense marking Adult form (Dutch) Translation
Present Mamma wacht Mummy is waiting, Mummy waits
Present Perfect Mamma heeft gewacht Mummy has waited
Past Simple Mamma wachtte Mummy waited
Past Perfect Mamma had gewacht Mummy had waited
Future Mamma zal wachten Mummy will wait

In order to examine when the different tenses first appear, the first spontaneous 
use was noted in each of the three children using the data from all recordings 1;9 - 3;9. 
It was not important whether the correct Dutch form of the verb was used. Thus for 
example the attempts at past tense (categories 2 and 3 in Table 6.2) were also included 
in this analysis. In the quantitative analysis it was only possible to examine past tense 
forms (tenses 2, 3, and 4 in Table 6.1) in detail since in NPT the other tenses (present 
and future) occurred too infrequently.  As was shown in Section 5.3.2, past events 
were discussed far more frequently than future events, so this is not an unexpected 
finding. Based on the research discussed in Section 2.4 a coding scheme (Table 6.2) was 
constructed for past tense marking. 
Table 6.2 Developmental categories for past tense marking in NPT 1;9 -3;9, coding scheme
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1. Verb is used in an infinitival form or in the present tense instead of one of the re-
quired past tenses. 
gijen  ‘slide’  (perfect required : heb gegleden, infinitival form used),  (S 2;0) 
Hazel doet ‘Hazel does’ (perfect required: Hazel heeft het gedaan, ‘Hazel has done it’, but 
present tense is used) (H 1;9)
wil niet  ‘want not’ (simple past required: ik wilde niet ‘did not want’, but present tense 
used) (S 2;0)

2. Attempt at Past in a non-finite form involving a Past participle, but the auxiliary is 
omitted.
daan  ‘done’  (= heeft gedaan; missing auxiliary and participle prefix) (H 2;0)
emaakt ‘made’ (= heeft gemaakt; missing auxiliary, participle prefix partially articulated) (S 
2;3)
sengen ‘caught’ (= gevangen; missing auxiliary and participle prefix)  (H 2;6)

3. Attempt at Past in Finite form, an auxiliary is used; or past tense form is overgener-
alised. 
ik hatte deze emaakt ‘I had made these’ (= ik had deze gemaakt; auxiliary realized, be it in 
the incorrect form, past participle partially realized)(F2;6)
en houdde Hans vast  ‘and held Hans tight’ ( = en hield Hans vast; overgeneralization of 
simple past form) (S3;3)

4. Past tense marking, in correct form
omdat jij weg was  ‘because you were gone’ (F3;3)
toen hadden we ridders gespeeld  ‘then we had played knights’ (S3;3)
ik had nog een stukje gekapt ‘I had taken another piece’ (= gepakt; consonants in stem sub-
stituted)  (H 2;6)

All verbs produced by the child in an utterance referring to a past event were coded 
as belonging to one of the categories in Table 6.2. Attempts at the past tense in the 
non-finite form (category 2) could be of various types as illustrated. It must be noted 
(see 2c in the table) that the form of the lexical verb was also phonologically incorrect 
but this was not the reason for the verb being placed in this category. Utterances with 
‘almost’ the correct Dutch form (present perfect, past simple or past perfect) were also 
of various types such as where an auxiliary was used with a participle (4a) or where 
the simple past form was incorrect (4b). Finally (category 4) the correct Dutch form is 
used (present perfect, past simple or past perfect) (4 a, b). The phonological form of the 
lexical verb could be incorrect if the morphological past marking was correct (4 c). Using 
this coding scheme it is possible to describe the development of past tense marking 
across the two years in each child. 
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6.2.3 Parental tense marking in NPT

In order to explore the role of input as a possible factor influencing children’s 
tense marking behaviour, all parental utterances in the NPT segments were categorized 
for tense marking. The tense categories as set out in Table 6.1 were used plus one 
additional sixth category:  ‘verbless utterance’. Parental verbless utterances involve: 
yes/ no replies, repeating (verbless) child utterances, nouns etc.. The distribution of 
parental tense marking was calculated for the two families at ages 1;9, 2;9 and 3;9.

6.2.4 Temporal/ aspectual markers

As discussed in Section 3.2, little is known as yet about the development of 
temporal/aspectual markers in Dutch, and certainly not in NPT. In this study all types of 
temporal/aspectual markers were identified in the NPT segments using Uccelli’s (2009) 
analysis as a reference frame. It was decided to measure types rather than tokens in 
order to reflect the diversity of temporal and aspectual marking.  A coding scheme was 
designed based on Uccelli’s categories for the first four categories (Table 6.3). The fifth 
category, ‘longer expressions of time reference’ was added based on the data found 
in this study. This category involves temporal expressions with more than two words. 
This fifth category involves temporal clauses such as ‘when it will be winter again’, as 
well as prepositional phrases. Using this coding scheme it was possible to see whether 
aspectual distinctions were encoded before temporal ones as might be expected on the 
basis of the literature (Section 2.3.2.2).
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Table 6.3 Coding scheme of temporal/aspectual markers 
Temporal/aspectual markers Dutch examples English translation
1. Aspectual markers
Recurrence
Completion
Achievement

nog een keer 
klaar 
al 
even 

still one time (=again), one 
more time
done, finished
already
just as in just wait

2. Temporal markers
Anteriority
Posteriority
Simultaneity

als….dan 
eerst ….en dan 
en toen; en dan 

when….then 
first … then
 and then ….

3. General sequencers en dan….en dan….. 
en toen …… en toen……. 

and then…and then (present 
tense)
and then …. and then 
(nonpresent tense)

4.Temporal adverbs nu    
straks 
vandaag   
vorige week 
gister  
soms 
nooit 
op een keer 

now
later
today
last week
yesterday
sometimes
never
once

5. Longer expressions of 
time reference

Toen wij nog klein waren
Als het winter is 

When we were little
In wintertime

In order to explore the role of input frequency in the development of these 
markers, all types of temporal/ aspectual markers were also identified and counted in 
the language of the parents in the NPT segments.

6.3  Results 

6.3.1  Verb use 
 
As is shown in Table 6.4, between 1;9 and 3;9 the percentage of all three children’s  

utterances containing a verb sharply increases in relation to their total number of 
utterances, and most sharply between 1;9 and 2;9. There was a decrease in the number 
of grammatically incorrect verbless utterances for Hazel and Stijn from 1;9 to 3;9; 
remarkably Floor had no errors of this type at all at any time point.  The number of 
pragmatically acceptable verbless child utterances decreased for Hazel and Floor but 
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for Stijn only between 1;9 and 2;9. Stijn showed a somewhat different pattern to the 
girls in this respect. He did not increase the number of utterances with a verb between 
2;9 and 3;9 and he retained a much higher percentage of pragmatically acceptable 
verbless utterances than the girls.  

Table 6.4 Percentages of children’s (1) utterances with a verb (+Verb), (2) Verbless utterances, 
grammatically incorrect (- Verb gi) and (3) Verbless utterances, pragmatically acceptable (- 
Verb pa), as proportion of all analysable child utterances in NPT at 1;9, 2;9 and 3;9

Hazel Floor Stijn
+Verb -Verb gi -Verb pa +Verb -Verb gi -Verb pa +Verb -Verb gi -Verb pa 

1;9 8.7 10.9 80.4 13.3 0 86.7 0.8 0.8 98.3
2;9 52.1 1.4 47.3 49.7 0 50.3 44.7 1.9 53.5
3;9 74.6 1.0 23.2 68.2 0 31.8 35.5 0 64.5
Mean 45.1 4.4 50.3 43.7 0 56.3 27.0 0.9 72.1

The second measure of verb use, ‘proportion of verbs related to all other words’ 
substantially increased after 1;9 as demonstrated in Table 6.5. There is however a slight 
decrease at 3;9 for all three children, which cannot be immediately explained. Stijn had 
a lower percentage of verbs at all time points compared to the girls.

Table 6.5 Percentage of verbs as a proportion of all produced words in NPT at 1;9, 2;9 and 3;9
Hazel Floor Stijn

% Verbs (of all words)
1;9 6.5 8.7 1.1
2;9 19.4 20.7 17.5
3;9 18.9 18.1 16.4
Mean 14.9 15.8 11.7

In sum, at age 1;9 there was little verb use in NPT as was expected on the basis of 
the literature (Section 2.4.1). At a young age children participated in NPT but they did 
not often use verbs themselves yet, as was demonstrated in Excerpt 6.1. Excerpt 6.2 
reflects the same lack of verbs: the adult (mother) was talking about the recent past (she 
came home with the new car) and referring to a past event two days earlier (Hazel and 
Floor enjoyed sitting in the new car). Hazel pointed and said daar ‘there’, participating 
in NPT without the use of verbs. Floor was silent, just staring, being ‘shy’ as her mother 
interpreted it.

(Excerpt 6.2) Early verbless participation in NPT, Floor and Hazel (1;9). Situation: drinking tea 

after children’s afternoon nap, Floor in Mother’s lap, Hazel with Father.

Mother:  was mamma weer thuis he, met de auto. Met de nieuwe auto.
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  ‘Mummy came home again with the car, didn’t she? With the new car’

Mother:  oh die Floor is verlegen. Hoe kan dat nou?  

  ‘oh, Floor is shy. How come?

Hazel:  [pointing to the car outside] 

  daar!  

  ‘there’

Mother:   en daar heb ik met jullie in gezeten. En dat vonden ze toch stoer! He?! 

  ‘and that’s where I sat with you. And they thought it was great! Didn’t they?

From the data one year later the children were participating in NPT producing 
more verbs, as can be seen in Excerpt (6.3). Hazel realized a verb in the Past simple.

(Excerpt 6.3) Use of verbs in NPT at age 2;9

Situation: drinking coffee, parents and girls sitting together discussing a gift: an Artis (= 

name of the Amsterdam Zoo) guide.

Father:  kijk es. Is een boekje van Artis 

  ‘Look. This is a book about Artis’

Mother:  [surprised] oooohhh!

Hazel:  daar singen (gingen)we naar toe 

  ‘we went there’

Mother:  wat leuk!

  ‘how nice’

Despite the general developmental pattern of increasing verb use there was 
individual variation between the three children, as mentioned above. Stijn continued 
to produce more verbless utterances in the category pragmatically acceptable and 
had a lower percentage of verbs in relation to all other words. As suggested above, 
verb use was also dependent on the interaction style and (the possibilities of) active 
participation of the child. At 3;9 in most, although not all, segments Stijn’s  parents were 
more actively involved than Stijn. Analysing Stijn’s utterances at 3;9, there were many 
yes/ no responses to the parental turns, as illustrated in Excerpt 6.4. 

(Excerpt 6.4) Example of low verb use in NPT. Parents of Stijn (3;9) eliciting a past event, Stijn 

had dressed up as Black Peter

Mother:  Stijn was echt helemaal zwart heh? 

  ‘Stijn was really black, hey?’

Stijn:  ja 



Chapter 6

102

  ‘yes’

Mother:  want vertel es, want ik had eerst een beetje gedaan… 

  ‘because tell us, because I first did a little’

Stijn:  ja en toen wou ik nog een beetje

  ‘yes and then I wanted some more’

Mother:  want dat was niet goed hoor, een beetje. Moest helemaal zwart.

  ’because that was not good, some. It had to be all black’

Stijn:  [knikt] en lippenstift 

  [nodding] ‘and lipstick’

Mother:  en lippenstift

  ‘and lipstick’

Stijn:  ja.`

  ’yes’

Mother:  en het kostte wel twee dagen voordat hij weer helemaal schoon was. 

  ‘and it took two days before he was completely clean’

In sum, between 1;9 and 3;9 there was a general developmental pattern of 
increasing verb use but the interaction pattern was crucial as Stijn’s data demonstrate. 
On verb use as measure of temporality development it must be concluded that overall 
over the two year period the two girls were somewhat more advanced than the boy, 
and on the basis of the mean of utterances with a verb Hazel was slightly ahead of Floor. 

6.3.2 Tense marking

The first spontaneous use of the five Dutch tenses (see Table 6.1) was analysed 
(Table 6.6). Here it was not important that the correct Dutch form was used. Thus the 
‘attempts at past tense’ (see Table 6.2) were included in this analysis. (See Appendix 9 for 
an overview and examples of the children’s tenses at different ages). It is worth pointing 
out that in the data very few non-finite forms (root infinitives) were found despite the 
claims from the literature that this is typical for this stage of language acquisition (see 
Section 2.3.2.1). This result corresponds with Blom (2008: 49) who claims that past 
participles are specified for completed aspect and root infinitives are not. She found 
that most root infinitives are modal, and only 5% of the non-modal root infinitives 
denote an past event.
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Table 6.6  First recorded spontaneous use of tenses in NPT
Present Present perfect Past simple Past perfect Future

1;9 H F
2;0 S H F S
2;3 H S H
2;6 F S H F
2;9
3;3 S
3;9 F

Table 6.6 shows that the emergence of the five tenses extends over the period 
of two years. The general order of emergence of tense marking in NPT on the basis of 
these data is: 

Present tense < Present perfect<, Past simple < Past perfect <Future tense.
The order is thus similar to the reviewed order observed in all speech. The data 

from these three children do not confirm, however, the finding of De Houwer and Gillis 
(1998) that past simple, past perfect and future tense are rare in Dutch children younger 
than 4;0. 

For most tenses it is Hazel who was quickest in the spontaneous production of the 
different tenses (Table 6.6). At 2;3 she already used past simple as in sing (=ging) Hazel 
bijna vallen ‘Hazel almost fell’  and future tense as in ik zal niet laten vallen ‘I shall not 
drop’. This is three months earlier than the other two children for past simple and even 
a year and more before the other two children displayed future tense in NPT.

Using the categories of past tense as set out in Table 6.2, the development of the 
correct form of past tense marking across the two years was measured. An analysis 
of the produced verb forms was made using the  three developmental categories 
described in Section 6.3.1: (1) Infinitives and present tense instead of past or perfect 
tense,  (2) non-finite attempts at past involving a past participle, and  (3) finite attempts 
at past. 
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Figure 6.1 The development of correct Past tense marking 2;6 – 3;9. 1 = Infinitives and Present 

tense instead of Past tense; 2 = Past Attempt non-finite form; 3 = Past Attempt Finite form; 

4 = correct marking

The results (Figure 6.2) show that in the period studied from 2;6 – 3;9 all three 
children increased their tense marking ability and progressed to the use of the correct 
form.  At age 2;9 Floor was the first to produce all past tense forms correctly (100% 
in category 4). She then stayed at a level that indicates acquisition (more than 90% in 
obligatory contexts, Brown, 1973).  (See Excerpt 6.5). 

(Excerpt 6.5)  Floor’s (3;9) use of past tense marking. 

Setting: playing in the garden, parents in the house

Floor:    En toen viel ik van de driewieler. Toen had ik een clownsmond. En toen ging ik met 

papa naar de tandarts. En toen kreeg ik een dolfijn.

   ‘And then I fell off my tricycle. Then I had a clown mouth. And then I went with 

daddy to the dentist. And then I got a dolphin.

Hazel achieved 100% correctness at 3;9. Stijn, however, had not yet reached the 
acquisition criterion at 3;9.  It is remarkable that Stijn continued to use the incorrect present 
tense, even still occasionally at 3;9. Stijn was unlike the two girls in this respect.   At age 3;3 
he used the (incorrect) present tense alongside  (correct) past tenses  (Excerpt 6.6).

Figure 6.2 also shows the individual variation in the development of correct past 
tense marking quite clearly (see examples of the variety in Appendix 10).

(Excerpt 6.6)       Stijn (3;3) showing inconsistent use of past tense marking. 

Setting: toy play, ‘reading aloud’ to himself  a story from a storybook.
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Stijn:    […] er was een oude heks. En houdde Hans vast en je zet ‘m in een kooi. En toen gaat 

Hans in de oven gezet […]

   […] ‘there was an old witch. And held Hans and you put him in a cage. And then 

Hans goes put into the oven’ […]

Excerpts 6.7 and 6.8 illustrate the differences between Hazel and Stijn. Both 
children are in conversation with the investigator. Hazel independently related a 
personal narrative about an accident that happened to her sister a few months earlier 
using quite complex tenses. Stijn (6.8) was assisted in his NPT reporting on his illness by 
his mother and he stuck to quite simple utterances.

(Excerpt 6.7) Hazel’s verb use in NPT at 3;9. Situation: toy play, Hazel initiates a 

narrative.

Investigator:  ach hoe was het gebeurd? 

  ‘oh dear, and how did that happen?’ 

Hazel:   nou Floor was groot geworden. Dat Floor wou fietsen en toen had Floor nog een 

driewieler en toen viel Floor d’r af. 

   ‘Floor had grown big. Floor wanted to ride her bike and then Floor still had a 

tricycle and then Floor fell off.’

(Excerpt 6.8)  Stijn’s verb use in NPT at 3;9. Situation: sitting down, having coffee.

Investigator:  ja. Wat heb je gehad? Wat was er?

  ‘what was the matter with you?’

Stijn:   ik had koorts

  ‘I had a temperature’

Investigator:  nou zeg

  ‘goodness’

Stijn:  ik ging niet memme thermometer

  ‘I didn’t have my temperature taken’

Investigator:  nee?!

  ‘no?’

Stijn:  en ook niet met de dokter

  ‘and (I didn’t go ) to the doctor either’

Mother:   nee dat wilde hij niet de thermometer. Maar we konden het zo wel voelen

  heh, dat je koorts had?

   ‘no, he didn’t want to use the thermometer. But we could feel that you had a 

temperature, couldn’t we?
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Stijn:   ja.

  ‘yes’

In sum, ranking the children on this measure of temporality, Hazel is quickest in the 
spontaneous production of all different tenses. The ability to use the correct form grows 
between 2;6 – 3;9. Floor is quickest in using the correct form in past tense marking, Stijn 
is the slowest.

6.3.3      Parental tense marking in NPT

All parental utterances in the NPT segments were analysed at ages 1;9, 2;9 and 3;9 
for their occurrence of verbless utterances and tense marking categories (Table 6.1). 
Table 6.7 demonstrates the distribution per family. The percentage of tense marked 
utterances in NPT increases over the two year period, and logically the  parental  verbless 
utterances decreased. This was true in both families, although the percentage of tense 
marked utterances was somewhat higher in the family of the girls.

Table 6.7 Parental tense marking in NPT versus verbless parental utterances NPT at 1;9, 2;9 

and 3;9, in the two families, in percentages
Time point 1;9 2;9 3;9

HF S HF S HF S
Verbless utterances 32.2 39.5 18.6 24.3 14.2 14.9
Tense marked utterances 66.8 60.5 81.4 75.7 85.8 85.1

Table 6.8 Parental tense marked utterances  in NPT at 1;9, 2;9 and 3;9, in the two families, 

in percentages
Time point 1;9 2;9 3;9

HF S HF S HF S
Present tense 79.7 79.3 72.8 64.1 69.1 58.2
Present perfect 5.1 5.0 5.9 5.9 6.2 7.7
Past simple 10.1 10.7 15.4 24.5 14.4 29.0
Past perfect 0 1.7 4.4 3.8 6.2 5.2
Future tense 5.1 3.3 1.5 1.7 4.1 0

As a general trend it appears that the use of the present tense was the biggest 
category in both families at all time points in NPT (Table 6.8). Present tense in NPT 
decreases somewhat over time, although at age 3;9 it was still the most frequently 
used tense. This result might sound surprising because the parental utterances are all 
measured in NPT. The results can be explained in relation to several factors. Firstly NPT 
involves four categories. As well as discussing past and future events it involves fantasy 
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talk and NPT other. These are often (although not always) discussed in the present time. 
Secondly the interactive context of NPT contains a large number of utterances involving 
eliciting behaviour of the adult or the actual behavior of the child , such as: ‘tell her the 
story, because she does not know yet’, ‘do you remember?’, ‘can you please tell us’, ‘oh 
you don’t want to discuss it’, or ‘yes you can tell it yourself’. This might explain the high 
percentage of present tense in NPT segments between 1;9 and 3;9. 

The second largest category ‘past simple’ increased over time reflecting the increase 
of discussions on  past events as was already shown in Chapter 5. Also the parental use 
of ‘present perfect’ and ‘past perfect’ were clearly  increasing over time in both families, 
reflecting a greater involvement in temporality between 1;9 and 3;9. It is striking that 
the use of present perfect and past simple were about the same in the two families, or 
at 2;9 and 3;9 even considerably  more in the Stijn-family whereas Stijn’s tense marking 
behavior lagged behind that of the girls. This implies that there is no direct relation 
between the tense marking in NPT input and tense marking in the child’s acquisition.

6.3.4 Temporal/ aspectual markers

Using the coding scheme set out earlier in Table 6.3, the child markers were divided 
into five different types. All types of temporal/ aspectual markers (TAMs) produced by 
the children were found in all children with the exception of category 5 (Table 6.9).
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Table 6.8 shows that up to age 2;6 the variety of types the children produced is 
small. From 1;9 to 2;9 the types were limited to two categories: (1) aspectual markers 
and (4) temporal adverbs. The aspectual marker nog een keer (‘again’) was prominent as 
was the temporal adverb nu (‘now’), marking the present moment (Excerpt 6.9).  This is 
true for all three children. 

(Excerpt 6.9)         Stijn (2;3) using category 4 temporal adverb nu ( ‘now’). 

Setting: Stijn starts walking toward the bathroom.

Stijn:   nu bad 

   ‘now bath’

Father:   ja nu gaan we in bad

  ‘yes now we ‘ll take a bath’

At 2;9 there was a change. The variety in types of produced temporal adverbs 
and aspectual markers increased and TAMs in category 2 appeared (temporal markers 
of anteriority, posteriority and simultaneity). This applied to all three children as is 
illustrated in Excerpts 6.10, 6.11, 6.12.

(Excerpt 6.10)  Hazel (2;9) using category 2 temporal marker als … dan. Setting: fantasy 

play, plays with toy camera, imitating Investigator’s replacing a videotape 10 minutes 

earlier.

Hazel:   als mijn fototoestel niet doet, dan zal ik ook een mooi bandje d’r in doen.

  ‘when my camera doesn’t work, then I shall put a nice tape in’

(Excerpt 6.11) Floor (2;9) using category 2 temporal marker eerst … dan. Setting: fantasy 

play, cooking spinach with plasticine.

Floor:   eerst moet het koken en dan wordt het klaar

  ‘first it has to boil, and then it will be done’

(Excerpt 6.12) Stijn (2;9) using category 2 temporal marker en toen. Setting: reminiscing 

with mother a television show  they watched some days earlier.

Stijn:   zwarte Piet gaat het touw losmaken. En toen gaat de stoomboot jeg.

  ‘black peter will undo the rope. And then the boat leaves.’

Mother:    ja dus nu is de stoomboot weg gevaren, weg gedreven. Omdat de zwarte Pieten het 

touw los hadden gemaakt.
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   ‘yes and now the boat has left, drifted away. Because the black peters had un-

done the rope.’

At age 3;9, one year later, the categories 3 (general sequencers) and 5 (longer 
expressions of time reference) appear for the first time. TAMs of category 3 are 
produced by all three children (Excerpts 6.13, 6.14, 6.15). 

(Excerpt 6.13)  Hazel (3;9) using category 3: general sequencers (en toen, en toen). Setting: 

telling the Investigator a past event: what happened with her and her aunt’s dog some 

weeks earlier.

Hazel:    die had ik van Anneke gekregen, want toen had ik Sam geaaid. Toen hield Anneke 

mij vast en toen kon ik toch Sam voor de eerste keer aaien. En toen kreeg ik dat 

flesje.

   ‘I had got that one from Anneke because I had stroked Sam then. Then Anneke 

held me tight and then I could stroke Sam for the first time. And then I got that 

little bottle.’

(Excerpt 6.14)  Floor (3;9) using category 3: general sequencers (en toen, en toen). Setting: 

playing in the garden, parents in the house.

Floor:    En toen ging ik met papa naar de tandarts. En toen kreeg ik een dolfijn.

   ‘And then I went with papa to the dentist. And then I got a dolphin.’

(Excerpt 6.15)  Stijn (3;9) using category 3: general sequencers (en toen, en toen). Setting: 

discussing with parents the arrival of Saint Nicholas.

Stijn:    toen was dit zwart met lippenstift […] en toen zei Sinterklaas: spring maar op de 

boot.

   ‘Then it was black from the lipstick {…} and then St. Nicholas said: jump onto 

the boat.’

TAMs of category 5 (longer expressions of time reference) are only produced by 
Hazel and Stijn (Excerpt 6.15).
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(Excerpt 6.15)  Stijn (3;9) using a longer expression of time reference (als jij vrij hebt). 

Setting: sitting together with his parents discussing future plans.

Stijn:   ik wil als jij vrij hebt dat we naar Doornroosje gaan en de sprookjesbos.

  […]

  ‘I want when you are at home for us to go to Sleeping Beauty and the Fairy Wood.’

 Father:   […] waar gaan we dan naar toe?

  ‘Where are we going then?’

Stijn:   naar De Efteling

  ‘to the Efteling’

Table 6.9 demonstrates that the development of TAM production was progressing 
slowly up to age 2;6 in terms of the variety of markers used. The types were restricted to 
aspectual markers and temporal adverbs. At 2;9 the number of different types increased 
and all three children then produced temporal markers of anteriority, posteriority and 
simultaneity. The implication is that from age 2;9 on the children basically have the 
means to express events ordered in time, in other words basically they can use discourse 
cohesive means in narrative (Berman & Slobin, 1994; Hickman, 2003). Boland’s (2006) 
claim that aspectual distinctions appear productively before temporal distinctions is 
not supported by these data. In the current study temporal adverbs are used before 
temporal markers. At 3;9 all children produce also  general sequencers (en toen…..en 
toen ‘and then .. and then’) and two of the three children do produce longer expressions 
of time reference. Floor does not produce any evidence of these longer expressions of 
time reference. This might be due to the fact that she is also the least talkative of the 
children.

Comparing the present study to the Spanish speaking girls in Uccelli (2009) the 
same categories were found. In the current study ‘longer expressions of time reference’ 
were produced at 3;9, such as toen Hazel en Floor nog klein waren ‘when Hazel and Floor 
were little’, and  als jij vrij hebt ‘when you are at home’. Uccelli (2009) did not find these in 
her data, but her children were younger (about age 3;3) when the study stopped.

Summarizing the development of TAMs in NPT, the children’s use of TAMs had a 
slow start up to age 2;6 and at first two categories were represented: ‘aspectual markers’ 
and ‘temporal adverbs’. The temporal adverb nu (‘now’) marking the present moment 
was prominent. A major change in the children’s use started from 2;9 on: the variety in 
types increases and ’temporal markers of anteriority- posteriority - simultaneity’ were 
produced. One year later, at 3;9 two new categories had appeared: ‘general sequencers’ 
and ‘longer expressions of time reference’. Individual differences were found for this last 
category: Floor had not produced these yet in the data. This may be linked to the fact 
that she produced far fewer utterances in general, compared to the other two children.
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6.3.5  TAMs in parental production

In the parental production at 1;9 very few TAMs were found (Fig. 6.3), and  only 
temporal adverbs (type 4, see Table 6.3) close to the here-and-now (zometeen ‘in a 
minute’, binnenkort ‘soon’, zonet ‘just now’). At 2;0 the parents started to use temporal 
markers, type 2: toen daarna… ‘then after...’, en toen…’and then’, en dan ‘and then’.  At 
age 2;3, also months before the children produced these, the first more specific type 4 
temporal adverbs appeared (donderdag ‘Thursday’, ‘s ochtends ‘in the morning’, ‘s middags 
‘in the afternoon’, vorige week ‘last week’).  At 2;9 the production of specific temporal 
adverbs clearly increased (gister ‘yesterday’, vanmiddag ‘this afternoon’, vanavond  ‘this 
evening’) but also the longer expressions of time reference, with two or more words  
(type 5) such as: op vakantie ‘on holiday’, een tijdje geleden ‘a while ago’. 

Figure 6.3 TAMs parental production and children’s production of types of TAMs in raw 

numbers, over the period 1;9 – 3;9

As can be seen from Figure 6.3, pooling the data across the two families, up to age 
2;6 the children’s production of TAMs lagged far behind those of the parents. After 2;6, 
however,  the number of types of children’s TAMs considerably increased. Note that the 
production of TAMs by the adults at 3;9 was left out because of the setting in the family 
of the girls. At 3;9 Hazel and Floor interacted with the investigator for quite a while and 
not with their parents, playing in the garden while the parents were in the house. 

Summarizing, in the parental production of TAMs it is striking that already at 2;0, 
nine months before children’s temporal markers appeared for the first time, these were 
introduced by the parents. From age 2;3 on the children were increasingly exposed 
to more specific types of temporal adverbs. These were produced by the children 
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themselves from 3;9 on. The conclusion is clear in that the amount of different marker 
types offered by the parents stays months ahead of the production of the children.

6.3.6  Summary of results

As predicted on the basis of the literature the vast majority of child utterances 
were verbless in the initial phases, also in NPT. Between 1;9 and 3;9 the percentage of 
child’s verb use in NPT utterances sharply increased, while the percentage of verbless 
utterances (pragmatically acceptable and grammatical incorrect) decreased. The 
expectation that the category ‘verbless: grammatically incorrect’ will decrease over the 
period studied is more or less true. The category ‘verbless: pragmatically acceptable’ 
decreased for two children but not for the boy. This may be related to interaction, which 
will be returned to in Chapter 7. 

The results showed that at all ages studied marking the present preceded marking 
of the past, and marking the past started at a slower pace, as was predicted from the 
literature discussed. Of the tenses used by the children in NPT, perfect tense emerged 
first (at 2;0), followed by past simple (at 2;6), then past perfect (at 3;3) and last future 
tense (at 3;9). The perfect tense emerged at an earlier age than had been claimed by De 
Houwer and Gillis (1998). There was individual variation between the children. Hazel was 
the quickest to use all five tenses studied. Past inflection in the correct form developed 
slowly, as predicted, but Floor reached the acquisition criterion of 90% by 2;9; Hazel by 
3;9 but Stijn did not reach it in the period studied, although the parental tense marking 
exposure in the two families was comparably high. Differences in parental exposure 
cannot be the reason for these differences in tense marking behaviour. However Stijn’s 
results on tense marking do not indicate that his development was delayed since, as 
Berman and Slobin (1994) show, alternation in the use of present and past tense is 
normal in 3-year-olds. 

Temporality development was also measured by counting children’s types of TAMs. 
The order of emergence of the children’s categories of TAMs  is: ‘aspectual markers’ and 
‘temporal adverbs’ (from 1;9 – 2;9), then ‘temporal markers of anteriority, posteriority 
and simultaneity’ (from 2;9 – 3;9) and  latest ‘general sequencers’ and ‘longer expressions 
of time reference’ (at 3;9). The three children displayed no differences except on the 
fifth category the use of ‘longer expressions of time’. The finding of Boland (2006) that 
aspectual distinctions appear productively before children encode temporal distinctions 
is thereby not confirmed. It is notable that in this area the parental exposure starts well 
before children’s production of TAMs.
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6.4 Relationship with narrative ability at age 7;0

In this section the main research question will be addressed, namely how the 
individual differences found in temporal marking relate to narrative ability at seven 
years. A summary of the individual differences on temporality development is presented 
ranking the children in Table 6.9. The ranking is based on the mean results across the 
three time points (1;9, 2;9, 3;9). Five measures of temporality development were used:  
(1) children’s increase of utterances with a verb, as well as (2) the increase of verbs in 
relation to all other used words, (3) earliest use of different tense marking, (4) tense 
marking correctness and (5) the use TAMs for the longer expressions of time reference. 
On the first two measures Stijn clearly lagged behind the girls (see Table 6.4 and Table 
6.5). Regarding the results on tense marking behaviour in NPT Hazel was the first to 
produce all five tenses, although not always in the correct form (see Table 6.6). Floor, 
however, was the first to use the correct forms of the Dutch past tenses (see Figure 6.2). 
Regarding the measure ‘types of TAMs’ it was Stijn who performed as well as Hazel, in 
the use of TAMs category 5, longer expressions of temporality (see Table 6.9).

Table 6.10  Ranking of the three children on five temporality measures in NPT

Temporality measures Hazel Floor Stijn

1. Highest use of utterances with a verb in NPT 1 2 3

2. Highest use of verbs as percentage of all words in NPT 2 1 3

3. Earliest use of different tense marking in NPT 1 2 3

4. Past tense marking, correctness 2 1 3

5. TAMs, use of longer expressions of time reference 1.5 3 1.5

Mean ranking 1.5 1.8 2.7

Ranking the children on the verb temporality measures, it was found that Hazel and 
Floor perform comparably well and Stijn ranks third on all measures, with the exception 
of the use of longer expressions of TAMs. 

In Chapter 4 the narrative ability in the three children at age seven was measured 
from the perspective of the three components of narrative ability and showed different 
abilities in the three children. Stijn ranked highest on narrative productivity, Floor on 
narrative story structure, and Hazel on narrative complex language. As explained in 
Section 2.2 the characteristics of narrative complex language involve morpho-syntactic 
accuracy and a high number of subordinate clauses. Based on previous research a 
relationship between temporality expression in NPT 1;9 – 3;9 and later narrative ability 
was predicted (Section 2.5). The data of the current analysis support these previous 
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findings. Hazel’s relatively fast development of verb use and tense marking 1;9 – 3;9 can 
be linked to her high scores on narrative complex language at age seven. 

In Section 5.3.4, two candidate precursors of narrative ability emerged: frequency 
of NPT is related to productivity of narrative ability, and frequency of initiation by the 
child partially predicts narrative complexity. From the results in this chapter a third 
candidate precursor of later narrative ability is emerging: temporality development in 
NPT, is related to complex language in narrations.



7
Elaboration in NPT
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Chapter 7 Elaboration in NPT

7.1  Introduction

The search for precursors of narrative ability in this study focuses on three 
phenomena. In Chapter 5 developments in NPT were studied and the expression of 
temporality in Chapter 6. As was discussed in Section 2.3.3, a third potential precursor 
is topic elaboration. In this chapter the data from NPT will be analyzed in terms of 
elaboration, parental elaboration as well as child elaboration, and in terms of their 
relationship with later narrative ability.  The method is presented in Section 7.2 and the 
results in Section 7.3. In Section 7.4 the results are compared to narrative ability at age 
seven.

The main research question of this chapter is: what is the relation between 
elaboration in NPT and later narrative ability? Elaboration will be considered by 
examining the amount of parental elaboration, and the amount of child elaboration. 
Based on previous research findings (Section 2.3.3) a relation between parental 
elaboration and later narrative ability is hypothesized, which predicts that the parents 
that are the most elaborative in NPT have children with the highest narrative ability 
at a later age, on the components narrative productivity and narrative story structure in 
spontaneous narratives, and on narrative story structure in fictional narratives. Based on 
this literature it is also expected that the amount of parental elaboration is related to 
the amount of child elaboration. In the literature there is no information on the relation 
of elaboration to the component narrative complex language. It could be hypothesized, 
however, (see Section 2.3.3), that high parental elaboration is related to later narrative 
complex language. Highly elaborative adults provide embellishment on points raised, ask 
open-ended questions, and confirm children’s responses to facilitate the reconstruction 
of past events (Fivush, Haden & Reese, 2006). These facilitating strategies should support 
the development of the child’s complex language. 

Based on the previous research findings (Section 2.3.3) the child with a higher 
amount of elaboration in NPT should have a higher narrative ability at a later age on 
the components narrative productivity and narrative story structure. This effect is also 
expected for narrative complex language, because elaborating an ongoing conversation 
requires more advanced   grammatical skills.
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7.2 Method

7.2.1  Data

It was necessary to exclude all age 3;9 data (see Section  3.4.1), because in the 
Hazel- Floor family more than half of the NPT was between the girls and the investigator 
while playing in the garden. The parents were some way away or sometimes inside the 
house. The parental elaboration could therefore not be assessed for Hazel and Floor 
at this age. As a consequence the 3;9 data for the Stijn family were also excluded. The 
data between age 1;9 – 3;3  were analyzed: spanning 18 months instead of the 24 month 
period analyzed in the previous chapters.

In this chapter the data are analyzed based on Reese’s (1995) notion of elaboration 
in past event talk (Section 2.3.3). Her notion of past event talk involves ‘discussing the 
past’ as well as ‘meta-memory’ (focusing on the process of remembering). In order to 
approach Reese’s notion of past event talk we will therefore analyze the category NPT 
Past and the subcategory NPT Know (see Section 5.2.1). They will be analyzed separately 
in order to explore possible differences between these two categories. In this study NPT 
Past is defined as parent-child interaction discussing events that happened in the past, 
but for this chapter no further distinction will be made between immediate past and 
further past. NPT Know is defined as those NPT segments containing the exchange of 
information with respect to knowledge of the world. The adult is transferring information 
to the child or is eliciting information from the child. The child can be actively involved 
in the exchange and can provide information him- or herself. In Section 5.3.1 the 
subcategory NPT Know was quantitatively measured but not in terms of its role as a 
possible precursor of narrative ability.  As the examples in Excerpt 7.1 demonstrate, 
some NPT Know segments showed an explicit reference to the retrieval of information 
using expressions such as: weet je dat nog? ‘do you remember?’, dat weet je nog wel! ‘you 
know that!’, hoe was dat ook al weer? ‘what happened  exactly?’ or asking  waarom ook al 
weer? ‘do you remember why?’.  

(Excerpts 7. 1 a – e) Examples of parental requests for the retrieval of knowledge

a. Mother to Hazel (2;6): die gingen de kinderen ook plukken. Weet je dat nog? Korenbloemen en 

margrietjes (…) ‘the children were also going to pick those. Do you remember? Cornflowers 

and daisies (…)’

b. Mother to Hazel (2;6): gister hadden we ijs. Maar wat doen we meestal voor toetje? Weet je dat? 

‘yesterday we had ice cream. But what do we usually have for dessert? Do you know?’

c. Father to Hazel (2;9): wat moet Janneke dan doen van haar moeder? Weet je het nog? ‘what does 

Janneke’s mother want her to do? Do you remember?’

d. Father to Stijn (1;9): en wie maakt ook al weer de honing? ‘and who makes the honey again?’
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e. Father to Stijn (2;9): waar hadden we die ook al weer gezien? ‘where did we see them? Do you 

remember?’

The knowledge of the world in NPT Know may include various themes, such as:  
child’s identity (full name, sex, age), emergent literacy, emergent numeracy as well as 
knowledge of the social environment.

The examples in Excerpts 7.2 – 7.5  illustrate these topics within NPT Know between 
1;9 – 3;3.

(Excerpt 7.2)  Example of NPT Know, child’s identity. Mother encouraging Hazel (1;9) to display 

knowledge of the different sexes. Setting: a playground.)

Hazel:  papa, papa

  ‘daddy, daddy’

Mother:  papa is een meisje heh?

  ‘daddy is a girl isn’t he?’

Hazel:  [pointing at him] pappa jongen

  ‘daddy boy’

Mother:  oh is papa een jongen

  ‘oh is daddy a boy?’

Hazel:  jongen

  ‘boy’

Mother:  Hazel is een meisje

  ‘Hazel is a girl’

Hazel:  meisje

  ‘girl’

Mother:   ja. En Floor dan?

  ‘yes. And what about Floor?’

Hazel:  [pointing, smiling] totte jongen (=Floor is een jongen)

  ‘totte ( =Floor) boy.

(Excerpt 7.3) Example of NPT Know, emergent literacy. Mother encouraging Stijn (3;9) to display 

his knowledge of letters. Setting: sitting discussing a Paddington plate with numbers and 

letters).

Mother:  wat is deze letter? Van…?

  ‘what is this letter?  From…?’

Stijn:  van papa

  ‘from daddy’
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Mother:   van papa. En wat is dan de M van mamma?

  ‘from daddy. And what is the M of mummy?’

Stijn:  [pointing]

Mother:  ja! En als je die omdraait dan heb je de…?

  ‘yes! And when you turn it around, then you have the…?

Stijn:   de wuh van Wilfried

  ‘the w of Wilfried’.

(Excerpt 7.4)  Example of NPT Know, emergent numeracy. Mother encouraging Floor (2;9) to 

count from 1 to 10. Setting: sitting drinking coffee in the garden , the girls are playing)

Mother:   kan jij ook tot tien tellen Floor?

  ‘can you count up to ten too, Floor?’

Floor:  ja

  ‘yes’

Mother:   ja heh! Één…?

  ‘yes you can! One…?’

Floor:  twee, drie, vier,  vijf, zes [stopt]

  ‘two, three, four, five, six  [stops]

Mother:  zeven

  ‘seven’

Floor:  acht, negen, tien

  ‘eight, nine, ten’

Mother:  jaah!

  ‘yeah!’

(Excerpt 7.5) Example of NPT Know, social environment). Mother encouraging Stijn (2;6) to tell 

where family members and friends live. Setting: Stijn sitting on the couch with parents.)

Mother:  hee Stijn en waar woont ouwe opa?

  ‘hey Stijn, and where does old grandpa live?’

Stijn:  in Delft

  ‘in Delft’

Mother:  ja. Vlak…

  ‘yes. Near…’

Stijn:   bij ons

  ‘by us’

Mother:   vlakbij ons ja. Maar niet naast ons. Want naast ons wonen…?

  ‘nearby us yes. But not next door to us. Because next door to us live…?’
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Stijn:   buurden

  ‘neighbours’

Mother:   buren. Jaah. En oma Pien?

  ‘neighbours. Yeah. And grandmother Pien?’

Stijn:  in Pijnicker

  ‘in Pijnicker’

Father:  Pijnacker

  ‘Pijnacker’.

7.2.2 Analysis

7.2.2.1 Parental elaboration (1): question types

The operationalization of the concept ‘elaboration’ is not the same in the literature; 
it varies between studies. As demonstrated in Section 2.3.3, Reese (1995) coded 
parental utterances on four dimensions. Fivush et al. (2006) established two general 
patterns scaled from low-elaborative to high-elaborative. Sparks and Reese (2013) and 
Sparks (2008) analyzed parental utterances in terms of a) open-ended questions, b) 
yes/no questions, and c) repetitions. The more open-questions a parent uses, the more 
s/he extends the conversation. So open questions are considered to favor a child’s 
language production more than yes/no questions and repetitions. It was decided to 
use two analyses: the Sparks and Reese (2013) analysis of elaboration operationalized 
as open ended questions versus yes-no questions and an analysis of elaboration 
operationalized as topic extension based on Reese (1995). Following Sparks and Reese 
(2013) all NPT Past segments per data point and all NPT Know segments per data point 
were analyzed. The parental utterances were analyzed in terms of the proportions of 
a) open-ended questions, b) yes/no questions, and c) repetitions as related to the total 
number of parental utterances in the two NPT categories.

 
7.2.2.2  Parental elaboration (2): topic extension

For the analysis of parental elaboration, operationalized as ‘topic extension’ (Reese, 
1995), all NPT Past and NPT Know 1;9 - 3;3 segments were selected. At each age  all NPT 
Past segments were taken together per child and the same procedure for NPT Know was 
followed. All parental utterances were counted and then the proportion of elaborative 
utterances was calculated, yielding a parental topic extension score (parental TES). Topic 
extension was defined, based on Reese (1995) as: those parental utterances that extend 
the current topic of the conversation. Compare Excerpt 7.3 for utterances considered 
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as ‘topic extension’ and not considered as such. The first parental utterance (‘what is 
this letter? From….’) is a parental initiative, so not an extension. The second parental 
utterance ‘of daddy’ is a repeat of a child utterance, therefore not an extension. The 
parental utterances ‘from daddy, and what is de M of mummy?’ and ‘yes! And when you 
turn it around, then you have the…?’ are coded as topic extensions. 

7.2.2.3  Child elaboration in NPT Past and NPT Know
 

In order to investigate the children’s elaboration in the NPT Past segments and in 
the NPT Know segments, a coding scheme was designed, based on the analysis of Reese 
(1995).  Reese had found ‘increasing child participation in conversations’ predicted 
narrative skills (Section 2.3.3).  Her finding was used to analyze types of contributions. 
Types of contributions represent a development in stages, leading to the fourth stage 
‘elaboration in NPT’. A new coding scheme (Table 7.1) accounts for all variety of child 
contributions found in the NPT of this study. The coding scheme was applied to all 
utterances whereby the definition of utterance was expanded here to include also non-
verbal behavior. A four-point scale for these child contributions was used moving from 
a minimal contribution to the ongoing conversation, such as pointing as non-verbal 
contribution (stage 1), via minimal responses such as yes/no answers (stage 2) to 
responding verbally to the topic of the ongoing conversation (stage 3), to the final skill of 
independently  elaborating the ongoing conversation.  Note that while initiatory moves 
were already measured in Section 5.3.3, this analysis concerns child’s participating 
behavior culminating in elaboration, but excluding initiative behavior.
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Table 7.1  Child’s contribution and elaboration in NPT, coding scheme with examples from 
the data
1.     A (clear) non-verbal contribution: gaze direction and/or pointing; pointing + babbling; 

gestures; body language.  
Examples:
• Child offers toy plate after Parent asking:  Wat ga je koken? ‘What are you going to cook?’ 
•  Child points at car in front of the house while Parent and investigator discuss the car.  We 

hebben momenteel een leen-auto ‘at the moment we have a loan car’.

2.    Minimal verbal contribution: yes/no answers, repeats adult’s preceding words, refuses/ 
does not know answer. 

Examples:
• Child replies: yes, after Parent asking:  Is papa ook een jongen? ‘Is daddy also a boy?’
•  Child repeats: fell, after Parent asking: Toen viel je ijsje op de grond he? ‘Then your ice crea fell 

on the ground, didn’t it? ‘
•  Child says: weet ik niet ‘I don’t know’, after Parent’s elicitation: Wat hebben we gister gekocht? 

‘What did we buy yesterday?’

3.    Verbal contribution to the topic of conversation. Child responds with a contribution asked 
for. 

Examples:
•  Child replies: wil niet! ‘don’t want to!’ After Parent asking: Waarom ging jij huilen onder de 

douche? ‘Why did you cry in the shower?’
•  Child conforms to a request: ik was ziek ‘I fell ill’. After Parent’s request: Vertel eens wat er 

gebeurde! ‘Tell what happened!’ 

4.    Elaboration of the conversation, child starts a (relevant) subtopic, adds own memory/ 
thought etc. 

Examples:
• Child adds to the conversation about a friend having a baby brother. 

Parent: en nou is de baby er uit. ’and now the baby has come out’
Child: de dokter doet het. ‘de doctor does it’
Parent: o echt doet de dokter dat? ‘o really, the doctor does that?’

• Child starts subtopic: 
Parent: Toen gingen we naar opa he? Then we went to grandpa, didn’t we? 
Child: toen was die ziek. ‘he was ill then’. 
Parent: oh dat weet ik niet meer! ‘Oh I can’t remember!’

At each time point all contributions were calculated per child, and categorized 
according to the coding scheme (Table 7.1). In order to compare the child contributions 
with one another as well as for comparison with parental elaboration, the child 
contributions (abbreviated as cc) were calculated per hour. 
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7. 3       Results

7.3.1  Parental elaboration (1): question types in NPT Past and NPT 
Know

The parental question types ‘yes-no questions’ and ‘open questions’ were analyzed. 
Repetitions were excluded in this study because that the data contained too few 
‘repetitions’ to be able to analyze them. In the few cases that occurred, utterances were 
repeated literally as a result of there being too much noise or overlapping speech. 

As demonstrated in Tables 7.2 and 7.3 the total number of parental utterances 
between 1;9 and 3;3 was calculated (raw scores). In the Stijn-family (with one child) there 
were far more parental utterances in comparison to the Hazel -Floor-family (with two 
children), as had already been shown in Section 5.3.1. At 1;9 the sub-categories of NPT,  
NPT Past and NPT Know, were already present and there was no clearly discernable 
increase nor decrease from 1;9 to 3;3.  Note that at age 2;3 in the Hazel - Floor family 
there was no NPT Past at all, possibly due to the situation (a hands-on activity of baking 
cookies), as argued in Section 5.3.2.

Table 7.2 Parental open questions versus yes-no questions in the Hazel- Floor - family 1;9 – 

3;3. 
Children’s 

age

Number of 

parental 

utterances

NPT Past

Number of 

parental ut-

terances

NPT Know

Percentage 

of open 

ended 

questions

NPT Past

Percentage of 

open ended 

questions

NPT Know

Percentage 

of yes-no 

questions

NPT Past

Percentage 

of yes-no 

questions

NPT Know

1;9 14 10 0% 10% 4% 30%

2;0 39 16 18% 38% 21% 19%

2;3 0 24 n.a. 13% n.a. 20%

2;6 28 55 11% 22% 14% 24%

2;9 52 36 36% 11% 31% 25%

3;3 22 5 27% 20% 14% 40%

Total 155 146 12% 19% 21% 26%
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Table 7.3 Parental open questions versus yes-no questions in the Stijn - family 1;9 – 3;3.

Children’s 

age

Number of 

parental 

utterances

NPT Past 

Number of 

parental 

utterances

NPT Know

Percentage of 

open ended 

question

NPT Past

Percentage of 

open ended 

question

NPT Know

Percentage 

of yes-no 

questions

NPT Past

Percentage of 

yes-no ques-

tions

NPT Know

1;9 45 50 11% 16% 33% 10%

2;0 90 25 19% 52% 10% 16%

2;3 59 9 8% 0% 19% 22%

2;6 49 53 14% 30% 8% 9%

2;9 70 64 17% 27% 17% 16%

3;3 16 38 13% 3% 13% 50%

Total 329 239 15% 21% 16% 21%

Focusing on the ratio of open ended questions and yes-no questions as related 
to the total number of parental utterances, it was found in the family of the girls that 
there are relatively more yes-no questions than open ended questions, especially at 
the younger ages. This is true for NPT Past as well as for NPT Know. In the Stijn family 
there are more balanced percentages of open questions and yes-no questions in both 
genres. One explanation for the relatively high amount of yes/no questions compared 
to the literature is the age of the children: the children in the present study are younger 
than in the reviewed research. The finding that the percentages of yes/no questions in 
NPT Past and NPT Know between 1;9 and 3;3 were the same or higher in comparison to 
the percentages of open ended questions can be attributed to the still limited language 
abilities of 1;9 – 3;3 year old children. This observation is consistent with Fivush et al. 
(2006) who argue that children who have more advanced verbal abilities may be better 
able to participate in parent-guided reminiscing, leading to higher levels of parental 
elaboration. Farrant and Reese (2000) and Haden et al. (2006) found indeed a shift from 
mothers elaborating primarily through closed yes/no questions to the use of open-
ended wh-questions by the end of the preschool years. Therefore the results here 
suggest the measure used by Sparks and Reese (2013) for somewhat older children 
‘ratio open ended questions versus yes/no questions’, is not appropriate to measure 
parental elaboration at this young age.

7.3.2  Parental elaboration (2): topic extension in NPT Past and NPT 
Know

The difference in the number of parental utterances in the two NPT sub-categories 
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between the two families presented in Table 7.2 and Table 7.3 was large.  Also the 
differences calculated per hour were large (see Figure 7.1).   It is evident that Stijn is 
engaged in more NPT, as was already shown in Section 5.3.1, and this is also true for the 
individual sub-categories NPT Past and NPT Know. 

Figure 7.1. Parental utterances  in NPT Past and NPT Know, 1;9-3;3, in two families.

As demonstrated in Table 7.4, topic extension in both types of NPT appeared to be 
higher in the Stijn family than in the Hazel - Floor family. For NPT Past as well as for NPT 
Know the mean topic extension in the Stijn family was 52%. The mean topic extension 
score in the family of the girls was lower, in both categories, but it varied according to 
the type: 39% for NPT Past and 49% for NPT Know. The difference between the two 
families was therefore less marked in NPT Know. This means that in the Hazel- Floor 
family there is a preference for topic extension in NPT Know above NPT Past. In the 
Stijn-family this difference was not found, the parents elaborated as much in NPT Past 
as in NPT Know.

Table 7.4 Parental topic extension score in NPT Past and NPT Know, 1;9 – 3;3, in two families, 

in percentages

NPT Past NPT Know

Hazel-Floor Stijn Hazel-Floor Stijn

1;9 50 30 60 30

2;0 54 52 59 57

2;3 not analysable 45 40 44

2;6 27 62 57 63

2;9 37 50 60 55

3;3 29 73 17 60

Mean 39 52 49 52
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How might these differences be explained? The parental communicative styles in 
NPT Past are presented in two excerpts to illustrate some characteristic differences 
between the two families.

(Excerpt 7. 6)  Example of NPT Past. Stijn’s father and mother reminisce about the previous 

holidays, two weeks earlier. Stijn (2;0) and his parents went by plane to an island. Setting: 

sitting down for coffee. 

Mother:    vertel es aan Akke [name Investigator] waar ben je in geweest? Toen we naar vakan-

tie gingen. Hoe gingen we daar naar toe? 

   ‘can you please tell Akke [name Investigator] what did you go in? When we went 

on holidays. How did we go there?’

Stijn:  oma Pien 

  ‘granny Pien’

Mother:   met oma Pien. Nou volgens mij gingen we met het vliegtuig 

  ‘with granny Pien. Well in my opinion we went by plane’

Stijn:  koekuig

  ‘plane’

Mother:  hee toen gingen we vliegen . In de lucht.

  ‘hey, we went flying. In the air.’

Stijn:  viegen

  ‘flying’

Father:  kon je naar buiten kijken

  ‘you could look out the window’

Stijn:  buite kijke

  ‘look window’

Father:  en dan zag je allemaal…?

  ‘and then you could see all…?

Stijn:  kolken

  ‘clouds’

Father:  [knikt] wolken. En heel klein in de verte…

  [nodding]‘clouds. And very small in the distance….’

Stijn:  [points in the direction of the window]

Father:  zagen we? Auto’s rijden.

  ‘we saw? Cars driving’

Stijn:  auto rijen. Oma Kika huis!

  ‘cars driving. Granny Kika house!

Mother& Father:  ja! Ja!

  yes! Yes!’
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Mother:  heel goed 

  ‘well done’

Father:  op de terugweg vlogen we naar huis

  ‘on the way back we flew home’

Mother:  hebben we het huis van oma Grita gezien!

  ‘we saw the house of granny Grita!’

[NPT conversation on this topic continues]

 Excerpt 7.6 is a part of a longer conversation about everything that happened 
in the holidays, the flight by plane, the stay in the cottage, the playground, the trips they 
made. The investigator (videotaping the interaction) was drawn into the conversation 
by both the parents and by Stijn since they claimed “she does not know yet what hap-
pened”. When Stijn gave no answer or the wrong answer (Oma Pien, ‘Granny Pien’), the 
parents took on his role, until he remembered what happened. (Mother: met oma Pien. 
Nou volgens mij gingen we met het vliegtuig, ‘with granny Pien. Well in my opinion we went 
by plane’, ‘Stijn [repeats): koekuig (‘p(l)ane’).

In the girls’ family most NPT conversations were shorter, and the parents almost 
never took the child’s role, as is demonstrated in Excerpt 7.7.

(Excerpt 7. 7) Example of NPT Past. A conversation with the investigator and the mother 

about the Amsterdam Zoo, called ‘Artis’. Situation: Hazel and Floor (2;9) are playing on their 

own and their mother is at some distance, cleaning the floor.

Hazel:  in onze boekje taat ook wel Artis. Van Nijntje.

  ‘in our book there’s also Artis. Of Miffy’

Mother:  in het boekje staat ook Artis heh

  ‘in the book there’s also Artis, isn’t there’

Investigator:  in het boekje van Nijntje heh!

  ‘in the book of Miffy, he!

Hazel:  ja

  ‘yes’

Mother:  ging Nijntje naar de dierentuin heh?

  ‘Miffy went to the zoo, didn’t  she?’

Floor:  Nijntje naar de dierentuin

  ‘Miffy to the zoo’

Mother:  en wie ging met haar mee? Haar moeder?

  ‘and who went with her? Her mother?’

Floor:  ja

  ‘yes’



Chapter 7

130

Mother:   ja?

  ’yes?

Hazel:  nee haar papa

  ‘no her daddy’

Mother:   haar papa

  ‘her daddy’

Floor:  haar papa. Jaha.

  ‘her daddy. Sure’.

Mother:  wat hadden ze toen allemaal gezien? Weet je dat nog?

  ‘what did they see?  Do you remember?’

Floor:  dat weet ik niet

  ‘I don’t know’

Mother:  oh dat weet je niet. Zou ik ook niet weten als ik jou was. 

  ‘oh you don’t know. Well I wouldn’t know either if I was you’

[End NPT conversation]

In this NPT Past segment the mother was trying to elaborate on the topic of the 
book about Miffy going to the zoo. She asked several questions:  what happened in the 
book of Miffy in the zoo?, who did she go with to the zoo ?, and what did they see there? 
When Floor answered that she did not know, her mother interpreted her reaction as a 
refusal to continue the conversation and she ended it. This was a typical pattern in this 
family. When the parents asked for a past event and the girls did not pick up the story, 
the conversation ended, and the parents did not take the role of the child to continue 
the topic as happened in the Stijn family.

7.3.3 Child elaboration in NPT Past and NPT Know

The children’s participation behavior in NPT was analyzed. First the total frequencies 
were measured per type of contribution. There were large differences between the 
children (Figure 7.2). The total  amount of Stijn’s NPT contributions per hour was four 
times higher than Floor’s and more than  two times as high as Hazel’ s. There were no 
differences over time (Tables 7.5, 7.5, 7.7). Between ages 1;9 – 3;3 by far the most NPT 
took place in the Stijn family (see also Section 7.3.1)  and  Stijn also had the highest  total 
of NPT contributions.  
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Figure 7.2 Total child contributions in NPT Past and NPT Know, 1;9 – 3;3,  per hour, for Hazel, 

Floor and Stijn.

Further, Stijn’s  participation in NPT Past was relatively higher than in NPT Know 
(Tables 7.5, 7.6 and 7.7). This applies also to Floor. With Hazel the reverse was true, 
her total participation in NPT Know was higher than in NPT Past. This means that she 
participated more often in conversations on knowing and memory than on past events.

Table 7.5 Frequency of child contributions (cc) calculated per hour in NPT Past and NPT 

Know, 1;9 -3;3;  HAZEL

NPT Past: Hazel NPT Know: Hazel

Total cc/ hour Total cc/ hour

1;9 0 8

2;0 15.8 3.7

2;3 0 8.3

2;6 6.8 19.0

2;9 8.6 8.6

3;3 10.9 0

 Total: 43.1 Total: 47.6
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Table 7.6 Frequency of child contributions (cc) calculated per hour in NPT Past and NPT 

Know, 1;9 -3;3; FLOOR

NPT Past: Floor NPT Know: Floor

Total cc/hour Total cc/ hour

1;9 0 1

2;0 13 1

2;3 0 1

2;6 8.4 11.4

2;9 9.1 5.4

3;3 5.1 2.6

Total: 36.9 Total: 22.4

Table 7.7 Frequency of child contributions (cc) calculated per hour in NPT Past and NPT 

Know, 1;9 -3;3;  STIJN

NPT Past: Stijn NPT Know: Stijn

Total cc/hour Total cc/ hour

1;9 27.3 28.1

2;0 57.6 16

2;3 16.1 1.9

2;6 16.4 15.3

2;9 20.7 24.8

3;3 2.7 6

Total: 140.8 Total: 92.1

The types of child contribution in NPT Past and NPT Know were then calculated for 
each of the three children (Tables 7.8, 7.9 and 7.10).  The four contribution categories 
(Table 7.1) are 1: nonverbal contribution, 2:  yes/no replies and repetition of preceding 
adult utterances, 3: responding to the on-going conversation and 4: elaboration of the 
on-going conversation. 

Summarizing, the percentages of the last category, elaboration, as related to the 
total number of contributions between 1;9 – 3;3 vary between 9.8% and 28.7%.  For NPT 
Past Floor has the highest elaboration score, followed by Stijn and then Hazel, implying 
that, although Floor does not often participate in NPT Past conversations, the quality of 
her contribution is high. She is most advanced in elaboration. 

 As shown in Tables 7.5, 7.6 and 7.7, category 1 (participating by means of clear 
nonverbal behavior) occurs least frequently in the age range studied and is completely 
absent in Floor. Category 2 (a verbal contribution by yes/no or by repeating adult’s 
preceding words) is the most used category in NPT Past and NPT Know. This result is 
pretty consistent with the high proportion of yes/no questions found in the parental 
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input (see Section 7.3.1). Asking for a yes/no answer is replied to with a yes/no answer 
or by repeating the parent’s preceding words. This means that in early parent-child 
NPT, the children’s language ability is apparently still quite limited and still depends on 
parental strategies facilitating conversations with children by asking yes/no questions.

Table 7.8 The distribution over the contribution categories, in percentages, for NPT Past and 

NPT Know, 1;9 -3;3 HAZEL
NPT Past:  Hazel NPT Know: Hazel

1
non 

verbal

2
yes
/no

3
res-

ponds

4
elaboration

1
non 

verbal

2
yes
/no

3
res-

ponds

4
elaboration

1;9 100 0 0 0 0- 50 37.5 12.5
2;0 8 60 12 20 0 28.6 57.1 14.3
2;3 - - - - 0 85.7 14.3 0
2;6 0 77.8 11.1 11.1 5 50 30 15
2;9 5.9 58.9 17.6 17.6 7.2 21.4 21.4 50
3;3 6.2 56.3 31.3 6.2 - - - -

mean % 
of 

elaboration
13.9 % 23 %

Table 7.9 The distribution over the contribution categories, in percentages, for NPT Past and 

NPT Know, 1;9 -3;3 FLOOR
NPT Past:  Floor      NPT Know: Floor

1
non 

verbal

2
yes
/no

3
res-

ponds

4
elaboration

1
non 

verbal

2
yes
/no

3
res-

ponds

4
elaboration

1;9 - - - - - - - -
2;0 0 75 0 25 0 0 100 0
2;3 - - - - 0 0 100 0
2;6 0- 46.7 6.6 46.7 0 41.7 50 8.3
2;9 0 81.3 18.2 0 0 44.4 44.4 11.2
3;3 0 57.1 28.6 14.3 0 50 50 0

mean % 
of 

elaboration
28.7 % 9.8 %
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Table 7.10 The distribution over the contribution categories, in percentages, for NPT Past 

and NPT Know, 1;9 -3;3; STIJN
NPT Past: Stijn     NPT Know: Stijn
1

non
verbal

2
yes
/no

3
res-

ponds

4
elaboration

1
non 

verbal

2
yes
/no

3
res-

ponds

4
elaboration

1;9 9.4 59.3 25.0 6.3 5.9 32.4 61.7 0
2;0 7.4 64.7 19.1 8.8 5.9 17.6 64.7 11.8
2;3 0 47.6 33.3 19.0 0 66.7 0 33.3
2;6 20 16.7 40 23.3 0 29.2 58.3 12.5
2;9 3.7 48.2 40.7 7.4 8.8 32.4 41.2 17.6
3;3 0 50 25 25 14.3 42.9 19.4 23.8

mean % 
of 

elaboration
15 % 19.8%

It is interesting to compare categories 3 and 4 (Table 7.11) since these are the most ad-
vanced child contributions to NPT. The mean percentage of elaboration (NPT Past and 
NPT Know now taken together) is lower than the mean percentage of child contributi-
on category 3: responding to the topic of conversation. This means that, as expected, the 
child’s independent elaboration of the ongoing conversation happens less frequently 
than following the adult and sticking to the ongoing topic of conversation. Hazel is 
least likely to respond, in contrast to Stijn and Floor.

Table 7.11 Child participation in NPT 1;9 -3;3, comparison between responding to and 

elaborating the topic of conversation
Hazel Floor Stijn

Mean percentage of 
responding to the topic of 
conversation (cat.3)

25.1 % 43.4 % 39.8 %

Mean percentage of 
elaborating the topic of 
conversation (cat.4)

18.5 % 19.3 % 17.4 %

Summarizing the development of child participation and elaboration in NPT, between 
1;9 – 3;3, the three children increasingly started to contribute to the ongoing NPT by 
responding to the adult with an adequate verbal contribution to the ongoing conversation 
and even by elaborating the ongoing NPT by adding new information themselves.

Regarding the difference between the two families and the individual children, Stijn 
and his parents had by far the greater amount of NPT and Stijn had the highest number of 
child contributions in NPT Past as well as in NPT Know. This family was the most talkative 
of the two families. Stijn showed more elaboration in NPT Past than in NPT Know. 

Hazel’s number of child contribution is between Stijn’s and her sister’s. Her active 
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participation in NPT Know was greater than her participation in NPT Past. This distinguishes 
her from the two other children. 

Floor was characterized by a low number of contributions, about 25% of the 
frequency demonstrated by Stijn. She was the most silent of the three children, but 
this does not mean that the quality of her contributions is lower. She did not contribute 
using nonverbal means (category 1) and she often participated with a category 3 reply 
(continuing the conversation) or a category 4 reply (elaboration of the conversation). 

Ranking the children on the amount of contributions per hour in NPT (Table 7.12), 
Stijn obviously ranks first, followed by Hazel and then Floor. Ranking them on the 
relatively use of topic elaboration (category 4) in their contributions in both NPT Past and 
NPT Know, Floor ranks first followed by her sister and then Stijn as is shown in Table 7.13.  

Table 7.12 Ranking the children on the amount of contributions in NPT Past and NPT Know 

1;9 – 3;3

Hazel Floor Stijn

NPT Past + NPT Know 2 3 1

Table 7.13 Ranking the children on  the highest use of type 4 (topic elaboration) in NPT Past 

and NPT Know 1;9 – 3;3

Hazel Floor Stijn

NPT Past + NPT Know 2 1 3

7.4 Relationship with narrative ability at age seven

The main research question in this chapter is the relation between elaboration 
in nonpresent talk and later narrative ability. Elaboration was measured by examining 
both the amount of parental elaboration, and the amount of child elaboration.

As shown in Chapter 4, narrative ability viewed from the perspective of the three 
components of narrative ability showed different abilities in the three children. Stijn 
ranked highest on narrative productivity, Floor on narrative story structure, and Hazel 
on narrative complex language.  Based on previous research findings (Section 7.1.1) 
the parents that are most elaborative in NPT were expected to have the children with 
the highest narrative ability at age seven, on narrative productivity and narrative story 
structure in spontaneous narratives, and on narrative story structure in fictional narratives 
(see Section 2.3.2). These expectations are partially fulfilled. Stijn’s parents were most 
elaborative in early NPT and indeed Stijn had the highest score on narrative productivity 
in spontaneous speech. Narrative story structure in spontaneous narratives could not 
be assessed (see Section 4.5). The expectation that the absolute number of parental 
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elaborations is related to the number of child elaborations, was confirmed. Both Stijn 
and his parents had the highest numbers. This interdependence is not surprising. When 
parents often succeed in eliciting, maintaining and extending NPT-discussions, the 
implication is that the child often participates and elaborates. Another expectation for 
the parents was not fulfilled, it was Floor who ranked highest on narrative story structure 
in fictional narratives (Section 4.3.2) but her parents did not have the most topic 
elaborations. The hypothesis (Section 7.1.1) that high parental elaboration is related 
to later narrative complex language because of the embellishment on points raised, and 
their open questions asked, is not supported. Hazel displays at age seven the most 
complex language, but her parents do not have the highest amount of elaboration.

As regards the child factors, based on previous research (see Section 2.3.2) the 
child with a higher elaboration in NPT was expected to have a higher narrative ability 
at age 7 on the components narrative productivity and narrative story structure. These 
expectations are partially fulfilled. Floor had the highest elaboration score in NPT, 
implying that from all contributions she had the highest proportion of elaborations. She 
scored highest at age seven on narrative story structure. The hypothesis that the child 
with the highest NPT elaboration score is related to narrative complex language at age 
seven is not confirmed. 

Based on previous research a relationship between elaboration in NPT 1;9 – 3;3 
and later narrative ability was predicted (Section 2.3.3). The data of the current analysis 
partially support these previous findings.  In Section 5.3.4, two candidate precursors 
of narrative ability emerged: frequency of NPT is related to productivity of narrative 
ability, and frequency of initiation by the child partially predicts narrative complexity. In 
chapter 6 a third candidate precursor of later narrative ability was found: temporality 
development in NPT, as related to narrative complex language.  In this chapter a fourth and 
a fifth candidate precursor of later narrative ability emerged: high parental elaboration 
in NPT as related to narrative productivity at age seven, and high child elaboration in 
NPT  related to narrative story structure at age seven. In this chapter a fourth and a 
fifth candidate precursor of later narrative ability emerged: high parental elaboration in 
NPT as related to narrative productivity at age seven, and high child elaboration in NPT  
related to narrative story structure at age seven.



8
Precursors of narrative ability age seven: 

conclusions
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Chapter 8  Precursors of narrative ability age seven: 
conclusions

This in-depth study aimed at finding precursors of narrative ability. In this chapter 
the balance is drawn up. Before we focus in Section 8.2 on the potential precursors of 
the three components of narrative ability that the results have suggested, the more 
general findings on the development of narrative ability and NPT in relation to previous 
research findings are evaluated. Notwithstanding the limited generalizability of the 
results of case studies, the great advantage is the considerable amount of data that had 
become available and the deeper insights gained which can lead to further research 
questions to be explored with greater number. Implications for further research are 
discussed in Section 8.3.

8.1   General findings: NPT, temporality and elaboration in early 
development

In all research exploring precursors of narratives the use of nonpresent talk 
plays a central role. However, how the use of nonpresent talk relates to later narrative 
ability had not been explored clearly because of the varying definitions of nonpresent 
talk in previous research. This study used its own definition for NPT (Section 5.2.1), 
which included four categories: discussing past events, future events, fantasy and 
other. The percentage of NPT that parents and children were engaged in expressed 
as a proportion of the total parent-child interaction recorded  was found to be slightly 
increasing when the data between ages 1;9 and 3;9 were compared. It rose from 16% to 
22% of all parent-child interaction (Section 5.3). It is, however, striking that at 2;9 in both 
families this percentage is much higher due to the high amount of Fantasy talk at that 
time point. After 2;9 Fantasy talk declined. The results indicated varying development 
of NPT across the categories. Discussing past events (NPT Past) occurred considerably 
more often than NPT Future, and children started later with talking about future events 
than discussing past events. Within the category NPT Past it was found that the time 
point of the events discussed is gradually moving away from the actual speech-time. 
At age 1;9 the events were restricted to the very recent past, at 2;9 events from the 
previous week were included, and by 3;9 events six months or more in the past were 
referred to. The implication is that, in the two years between 1;9 and 3;9, the children’s 
ability to express past events made a leap forward. Most NPT discussions took place 
while eating and drinking together as well as in other intensive parent-child interaction, 
such as during joint household routines and joint toy play. The results suggested slight 
differences between the two families in these last two settings (Section 5.3.2). Within 
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the large category NPT Other (as large as the category NPT Past) the subcategory NPT 
Know (talking about knowledge and memory) was substantially present between 1;9 
and 3;9 in both families. The occurrence of the other subcategories in NPT Other was 
dependent on the time point observed (Section 5.3.1). There was a considerable increase 
in child initiations in NPT in comparison to parental initiating behaviour between 1; 9 
– 3;9 (Section 5.3.3). Up to age 2;6 the majority of the NPT conversations were started 
by the parent. From 2;6 on in the family of the girls the children started taking more 
initiative than their parents. In the other family this was not the case, although initiating 
behaviour in the child did increase. It was observed that the settings in which child 
initiating behaviour occurred also varied between the families: the girls initiated more 
often discussions on past events and on knowledge, while the boy preferred to initiate 
Fantasy talk and retelling stories (Section 5.3.3).

In the exploration of temporality expression clear developments were seen across 
the age range 1;9 - 3;9, on verbal tense marking as well as on the use of TAMs.  As 
expected, the children’s verb production in NPT increased. At 1;9 the majority of their 
utterances were verbless but most of these were pragmatically acceptable. By 3;9 they 
were using verbs almost always correctly (Section 6.3.2). Two of the three children 
reached the acquisition criterion of all five tenses by 3;9. The order of the acquisition of 
tenses was as expected but in these three children the past simple, the past perfect and 
the future tense (zullen ‘shall’) appeared earlier (Section 6.3.2) than previous research 
had claimed (De Houwer & Gillis, 1998).  The development of TAM production in Dutch 
had a slow start up to 2;6 in terms of the variety of markers used. At 2;9 the number 
of different types had increased and all three children produced temporal markers of 
anteriority, posteriority and simultaneity. As this agrees with previous findings (Uccelli, 
2009), the age 2;9 might be considered to be a significant time point for temporality 
expression in parent-child NPT, for tense marking as well as the use of TAMs. The 
parental production of TAMs at 1;9 contained very few TAMs, only three types of 
temporal adverbs close to the here-and-now, such as zonet ‘just’ and  zometeen ‘soon’. 
From age 2;3 on, that is six months before the children start to be productive, their 
parents exposed their children to TAMs, especially increasingly more specific temporal 
adverbs, such as ‘s ochtends ‘in the morning’ donderdag ‘Thursday’, vorige week ‘last week’ 
(Section 6.3.4).  No comparison with other literature was possible since this is the first 
time this aspect has been studied for Dutch.

When considering the development of topic elaboration, the findings on child 
elaboration were especially interesting. Between 1;9 and 3;9 the three children increased 
their contributions to the ongoing conversation, from nonverbal and minimal responses 
to the actual elaboration of the ongoing conversation. Although in these two years yes/
no answers and minimal responses remained the most frequent categories, the three 
children increasingly participated in the ongoing NPT by responding to the adult with an 
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adequate verbal contribution to the ongoing conversation and even by elaborating the 
ongoing NPT by adding new information themselves (Section 7.3.3). The development 
of child topic elaboration is clearly to be seen between 1;9 – 3;3. This finding cannot be 
compared to previous results, because this aspect has not been investigated in Dutch 
to date.

8.2 Precursors of narrative ability

In this longitudinal study of three children three potential precursors were 
investigated and related to narrative ability at age seven. Narrative ability was split out 
into three components and these will be addressed in the following separate sections: 
precursors of narrative productivity (Section 8.2.1), narrative story structure (Section 
8.2.2), and narrative complex language (Section 8.2.3).

8.2.1 Precursors of narrative productivity

Narrative productivity was operationalised as the length of the narratives in 
terms of utterances and was analysed in both elicited and spontaneously produced 
narratives. The number of spontaneously produced narratives (Section 2.2) was also 
included in this component. The boy, Stijn, emerged as the best of the three children 
in narrative productivity, on both variables (Section 4.5). In terms of NPT engagement 
the Stijn family had the highest amount, that is Stijn had the most exposure to NPT 
(Section 5.3.1). As discussed in Section 2.3.3, various researchers had expressed the 
expectation that there is a relation between NPT and narrative ability.  Uccelli et al. 
(2005) claimed a positive influence of nonpresent talk on later narrative productivity; 
Fivush et al. (2006) claimed the same. Initiation of NPT by the child was also expected 
to be related to narrative productivity based on the work of Ninio and Snow (1996) but 
this expectation was not supported. Not Stijn, but Hazel had the highest number of NPT 
initiations. Ability in temporality expression showed no relation to narrative productivity 
but parental elaboration did. The Stijn family had the higher amount of topic extension 
(Section 7.3.2) and again Stijn was the best in narrative productivity. This confirms the 
findings of McCabe and Peterson (1991) and Peterson and McCabe (2004) who also 
found parental topic elaboration to have a positive influence on children’s narrative 
productivity (Section 2.3.3). Child elaboration did not show such a close link. On the basis 
of Reese (1995), who found children’s increasing participation in conversations age three 
and four to be a positive predictor for their story comprehension and story production 
at age five, child topic elaboration was expected to be related to narrative productivity 
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at age seven. Stijn had indeed per hour the largest number of contributions in NPT 
(Section 7.3) but the largest proportion of topic elaboration was displayed by Floor. In 
sum, this study suggests that narrative productivity as one of the three components of 
narrative ability appears to be influenced by the amount of the parental production of 
NPT and of parental initiations.

 

8.2.2 Precursors of narrative story structure

Narrative story structure refers to the ability to produce a comprehensible, cohesive 
and well-structured story, whether elicited or spontaneously produced. Floor emerged 
as the highest scoring of the three children on narrative story structure (Section 4.6). 
In this study it was expected that the amount of NPT in the period 1;9 – 3;9 that the 
children are engaged in would be positively related to narrative story structure at age 
seven. There was no evidence to support this idea. In this study most NPT interaction 
took place in the Stijn family, whereas Floor, not Stijn, scored highest on narrative story 
structure at age seven. This goes against the findings of previous research: Reese (1995) 
had found that the more parents engage in past event talk at age three and four, the 
better children scored on narrative story structure at age five (Section 2.3.3); Uccelli et al. 
(2005) found participation in nonpresent talk at age 1;8 to have a positive influence on 
narrative story structure at age five (Section 2.3.1). Specifically it had been expected that 
the amount of child’s engagement in Fantasy talk (as a category of NPT) would be related 
to later story structure based on the results of Uccelli et al. (2005) (Section 2.3.1). Table 
5.5 (Section 5.3.1) showed that Fantasy talk was most prominent in the Stijn family, with 
even more segments per hour than Hazel and Floor had together. Therefore this study 
does not support this expectation either. It was also expected that the child’s ability 
to initiate NPT would be related to narrative ability at age seven, including narrative 
story structure. However, Hazel scored highest on child initiation in NPT. The expectation 
based on Ninio and Snow (1996) was not supported. It is not clear why this study does 
not confirm previous results. Maybe it is because this study is a (multiple) case study. Or 
possibly the children’s age is relevant since Uccelli et al. (2005) assessed narrative story 
structure at age five, this study somewhat later at age seven. Alternatively it may be an 
effect of all the children scoring quite highly with the differences between them being 
small. No clear links were expected between temporality and narrative story structure 
and none were found.  Parental topic elaboration was predicted to influence the child’s 
narrative story structure at age seven (Section 2.3.3) based on McCabe and Peterson 
(1991) and Peterson and McCabe (2004). The Stijn family, as mentioned earlier, had the 
greater amount of elaboration so again there was no support for this link. The child’s 
topic elaboration of the ongoing conversation did show a relationship since it was Floor 
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who was strongest here (Section 7.3) and she was strongest in narrative story structure 
when she was seven. This supports Reese (1995) (Section 2.3.3) who found child’s 
increasing participation linked to narrative story structure at age five. This result might 
be explained by assuming that the early high functioning on topic elaboration helps the 
child build up abilities in story cohesion and story structure.             

8.2.3 Precursors of narrative complex language

Narrative complex language refers to the use of more complex morpho-syntactic 
grammar in narratives, elicited as well as spontaneously produced. Complex language 
in the context of narratives had been little addressed in previous research (Section 
2.2). Hazel was the strongest in narrative complex language at age seven. This does 
not tie in with the amount of NPT children are engaged in since the Stijn family had the 
most NPT interaction. However Hazel scored highest on child initiation in NPT, thus 
supporting the general idea of Ninio and Snow (1996). Their general claim is supported 
only for the narrative complex language component. No relationship could be shown 
with high parental elaboration as was expected on the basis of the ideas of Fivush 
et al. (2006).  Most parental NPT elaboration occurred in the Stijn family, not in the 
Hazel-Floor family. There was no link with the amount of child elaboration in contrast 
to what Reese (1995) (Section 2.3.3) had suggested. Temporality does show a clear link, 
confirming the findings of Uccelli (2009), that temporality expression predicts narrative 
ability. Hazel ranked highest on verbal tense marking and (together with Stijn) highest 
on the production of TAMs.  By definition temporality is one aspect of narrative complex 
language. Thus a child that is developing language well will be good in this component 
in narratives. Hazel already had shown good language ability at age four (Section 4.2.1).  
It is conceivable therefore that narrative complex language is an aspect of the wider 
concept of general linguistic ability. This general ability can be expected to directly 
influence this component of narrative ability.  

8.2.4 Conclusion

The present study was designed to determine potential precursors of narrative 
ability at age seven, split out into three components. It was expected that precursors 
would be related to both adult behaviour in NPT and to child behaviour in NPT. 

As demonstrated in Table 8.1, this study found that narrative productivity at age 
seven (Stijn excelled) was related to the amount of NPT the parents engaged their child 
in and a high parental elaboration score. This suggests a relation between the amount 
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of parental exposure to NPT and the extent to which parents elaborate in NPT to a high 
child score on one component of narrative ability, narrative productivity. With regard to 
child factors the quantity of a child’s contributions to NPT is related to the child narrative 
productivity at age seven. 

For narrative story structure (Floor ranked highest) this study suggests that a 
qualitatively high child contribution to NPT should be considered a precursor. The 
child who contributed to NPT by elaborating the ongoing conversation achieves a high 
narrative story structure at seven years. 

Table 8.1 Potential precursors in NPT 1;9 -3;9 of narrative ability age seven

Narrative ability Parental factors Child factors

Narrative productivity Amount of NPT
High elaboration in NPT

Quantity of elaboration

Narrative story 
structure

High quality of elaboration

Narrative complex 
language

Initiation of NPT
Early development of  tense marking
Production of TAMs

Narrative complex language (on which Hazel excelled) is associated, as it emerged 
from this investigation, to three child behaviours in NPT: child initiation, early verbal 
tense marking and a high production of TAMs. No relation with parental factors was 
found.

This study draws attention to child factors relating to later narrative ability. Most 
previous research focused on parental factors influencing narrative skills. However, 
child factors may be equally important.

8.4 Implications for further research

This study of three Dutch children searched for precursors of narrative ability in 
two monolingual middle class families in the Netherlands, and found indications that 
these exist. For a good interpretation of the conclusions it has to be kept in mind that 
the two families involved in this study were comparable on variables such as cultural 
background and SES. All the more striking are the differences, albeit sometimes small, 
between the three children that did emerge. Future research has to further explore 
the potential precursors that were suggested by this study. The challenge now is to 
further explore relationships between NPT in the early years and later narrative ability 
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and the factors influencing these relations. There are several implications for future 
research, some are methodological, and others extensions of the topic to other areas. 
Narrative ability was split out into three components in this study.  The results show 
that the children differed from one another on the narrative component measured. 
This supports the view that in order to get a comprehensive overview of children’s 
narrative skills, narrative ability has to be considered as a multilevel concept. The 
three components delivered complementary information on what narrative ability 
at age seven involves. In further research on narrative ability all three components, 
narrative productivity, narrative story structure and narrative complex language, need to be 
explored. This has not been done to date. Moreover, this study showed different results 
for narratives in elicited tasks and in spontaneously produced daily interaction. More 
research is needed to compare narrative ability in spontaneous and elicited narratives. 

The two families of this study were highly comparable in terms of their background, 
such as SES, being monolingual and in their beliefs on parenting and the upbringing 
of children in Dutch society. This was a strength here since differences between the 
children could not be attributed to these factors. It is clear that all potential precursors 
found in this (multiple) case study and all general findings on development need to 
be investigated in large-scale studies. Regarding developments in NPT as they came 
forward in this study, some interesting developmental trends emerged (see Section 
8.1) which are worth studying more deeply, such as the increase of Fantasy talk in NPT 
around age 2;9 (Section 5.3.1), differences in child elaboration in NPT Past and NPT 
Know (Section 7.3.3), and regarding temporality development, the interrelationship 
between tense marking and the production of TAMs (Section 6.3.6). All of these are 
intriguing research issues worthy of being explored on a wider scale.

Considering the widespread view that the development of narrative ability is 
the gateway to language and literacy (see Section 1.2), more research is needed on 
the position of narrative ability and its precursors in the school curriculum and in 
early education. In Dutch education the concept of ‘narrative’ or ‘narrative ability’ 
is not at all mentioned in the Kerndoelen Basisonderwijs (2006) ‘Core Objectives for 
Primary Education’. Instead of narratives the notion ‘text’ is referred to3, although text 
comprehension is not the same as narrative ability. The notion ‘story’ is mentioned, 
as well as ‘poem’ but only as texts to be appreciated and enjoyed. In the Anglo-Saxon 
countries the significance of narratives is better recognized and explicitly mentioned in 
school curricula. Specific objectives are set for narrative performance from preschool 
into primary education (e.g. New Standards, 2000; Murphy & Power, 2009). 

Since 1990 there has been in the Netherlands a wide interest for early education 
and early language and literacy development especially for at risk children (compare 

3  It is tempting to assume that this lack of attention might relate to the terminology. The 
English word ‘narrative’ is general usage. The Dutch word narratief ‘narrative’ is linguistic 
jargon.
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Snow et al., 1998; Deunk, 2009; Henrichs, 2010; Scheele et al., 2012). Story book routines 
and discussing books in an interactive way, in other words ‘dialogic reading’, have been 
implemented broadly in the past fifteen years. At the present time there is no preschool 
or day care centre to be found in the Netherlands without books for children. Alongside 
story book reading and emergent literacy routines vocabulary had come to the attention 
of educational policymakers, especially for disadvantaged bilingual immigrant children 
in the Netherlands. However, the acquisition of narrative skills and its precursors in 
NPT, not only for story comprehension but also story production, are not recognized as 
‘core objective’. Narrative skills only come into the picture ‘when there is time left’. This 
study suggests that a more systematic focus on narrative ability and its precursors in 
NPT in the school curriculum as well as in early education are needed.  Narratives form 
an important component in the assessment of children with language impairment and 
multilingual children as discussed in Section 1.1 (Pearson, 2002; Uccelli & Paez, 2007; 
Duinmeijer et al., 2012; Gagarina et al., 2012). Further research should also focus on the 
developments in NPT as investigated in this study in children with suspected SLI, and in 
bilingual children, in order to find more clues for prevention and intervention.

All language development starts at home in the interaction between caregivers 
and children.  Later narrative skills start especially in the NPT interactions between 
caregivers and children. Children are discovering the world around them together with 
the language that explains that world. This study showed how the parents nurtured 
their children with NPT conversations. It is advisable to show parents who are not 
aware of the significance of NPT for later narrative skills, how they can contribute, and 
to provide them with suggestions how to promote NPT interaction, how to encourage 
temporality expression and especially how to focus on child initiation of NPT and on 
child topic elaboration.





Appendices

1. The Frog story test, a story generation task (Mayer, 1969).

2. The Renfrew Bus story test, a story reproduction task (Jansonius et al., 2014).

3. The Frog story coding sheet (Pearson, 2002:173).

4.  Planning components of the Frog story test following Trabasso and Rodkin (1994) and 

Blankenstijn and Scheper (2003).

5. Text Renfrew Bus story: Dutch adaptation (Jansonius & Borgers, 2009).

6. Planning components of the Bus story (Jansonius & Borgers, 2009).

7. Story generation: Frog story. Three transcripts.

8. Story reproduction: Bus story. Three transcripts.

9. Uses of tenses in NPT, examples of Hazel, Floor and Stijn.

10. Types of TAMs in the parental production between 1;9 – 3;9.
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Pictures of the Frog story test (Mayer, 1969; Berman & Slobin, 1994)
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Appendix 2 
 Pictures of the Renfrew Bus story test (Renfew, 1991; Jansonius & 
Borgers, 2009)
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Appendix 3
Frog story coding sheet (Pearson, 2002: 173)

Part 1. Story Score (Narrative/ Discourse Elements)
Each category is worth 12 points. In each column, choose the highest behavior that 
describes the story being coded, deducting for behaviors NOT shown, according to the 
scale in that column.

Frog Story Elements Sequence Perspective/Affect Engagement
Mentions discovery of 

missing frog +2

Uses mental verb +1 

‘looks’only

0 Picture description -2 Uses ‘here’ ‘there’ 

‘now’ to refer to her own 

reference frame (not the 

story’s)
+2 Initiates search 3 Gives isolated events Poor first mention (uses 

pronoun right away)

-1 Main characters

-1 Other characters

-2 Vague or confused (in 

parts)

+1 Finds frog Sequential events (some, 

not all)

Lapses in reference 

(reader must ask ‘who?’)

-1 1 defective reference

-2 2 defective references

-4 5 or more

Disfluencies

-2 (grave, interfere with 

listener’s ability to follow 

story)

+1 Takes frog (home) -1 for picture description

-1 for irrelevant details
(6) AVERAGE (6) FACTUAL STORY (6) NEUTRAL OBSERVER (6) MATTER OF FACT 

TONE
+1 Articulates goal 

(each, up to 2)

7 Elaborated episodes 7 Ascribes intention Attempts to be lively or 

engaging

+1 use of ‘refrain’

+1 appropriate exclama-

tions
9 Hierarchical structure 

(beginning/ middle/ end)

(highlighting of an event)

9 3 of more affective 

statements

+1 extensive direct 

speech

+4 Notes character’s 

misconception (branch/ 

antler or other)

12 Retrospective or pro-

spective summary 

+2 for summary state-

ment

+3 for 2 or more

12 Mentions ironic per-

spective

Uses figures of speech

+2 each (up to 3)

------------------/12 ----------------/12 Pers:--/6 Aff:----/6

-------------------/12

----------------------/12

Total-----------------/48
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Part 2. Language Score

Complex Syntax Lexicon Morphosyntactic 

Accuracy

Verb Phrase Between Clauses Circle if present by name Errors -1 each ‘type’, not 

‘token’(note word and 

line)

(6)

 NATURAL FLOW OF 

EVENTS

English: Modals or 

aspectual auxiliaries +1 

each (up to 3)

English or Spa.:

Complex Ss

Relative Clause or Noun 

Clause

+1 for 2, up to 3 points

Spa: Perfect Tenses 

+2 for one

+3 for 2 or more

(4)

NO CONJUCTIONS 

(BEYOND ÉND THEN’ ‘Y 

PUES’O ‘ENTONCES’

Causal connections/ (or 

intentions)

+1 for 1 or 2

+2 for 3 or more

Simultaneous actions 

(‘while’/ ‘when’- simul)

+2 for 1

+3 for 2 or more

Retrospective reference 

‘still’/ ‘already’ ‘todavia’

+1 each, up to 3

Frog

Jar/ bottle

Bees/ wasps

Beehive

Rodent-type

Owl

Trunk (Eng)

Deer

Antlers

Pond/lake

Log

Cliff

Other ‘specific’vocabulary: 

Other vocabulary mis-

takes:

Articles

Pronouns

Prepositions

Verb forms

Conjunctions

Word order

Other 

------------------/12 -----------------/12

Complex Syntax:

-----------------/24

Total----------/12

(+1 for each listed word; 

+1/2 for other specific 

words; - ½ for other mis-

takes (0-12 min/max)

Total: Subtract from 12

-----------------/12

Total------------/48

Combined score Total-------------/96
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Appendix 4
Planning components of the Frog story task following Trabasso and  
Rodkin (1994) and Blankenstijn and Scheper (2003)

Story generation: The Frog story 

Setting
1. Introduction frog
2. Boy possesses frog

Initiating Events
3. Boy asleep
4. Frog leaves jar
5. Boy awakes
6. Boy finds jar
7. Jar is empty
8. Frog is gone

Internal Response
9. Boy is sad

Episodes
(search attempts)
10. In room
11. Calls out of window
12. Outside
13. Hole in ground
14. Hole in tree
15. From rock
16. Behind log

Outcome
17. Boy finds (a) frog
18. Boy retrieves (a) frog

Emotional Response
19. Boy is happy



160

Appendix 5 
Text Renfrew’s Bus story: Dutch adaptation (Jansonius & Borgers, 2009)

Dutch
De ondeugende bus.
Er was es een heel ondeugende bus. Op een 
dag wou de buschauffeur met zijn bus gaan 
rijden, maar de bus was kapot. Dus moest de 
buschauffeur de bus eerst repareren. En terwi-
jl die buschauffeur daarmee bezig was, besloot 
die bus er vandoor te gaan. Hij schoot over de 
weg. 
Eerst reed-ie naast een trein en ze trokken 
gekke bekken naar elkaar en deden wie het 
hardste kon rijden. Maar de bus moest alleen 
verder omdat de trein een tunnel in tufte. De 
bus reed snel de stad in, waar hij een poli-
tieagent zag die op zijn fluitje blies en schreeu-
wde: ‘stop bus!’ Maar die ondeugende bus trok 
zich daar niets van aan. 
Hij scheurde de stad uit, het veld in. Hij zei: ‘ik 
heb er genoeg van om op de weg te rijden’. 
Dus sprong-ie over een hek. Hij kwam in een 
weiland waar een koe stond. ‘Boehhh’, loeide 
de koe, ‘ik kan m’n ogen niet geloven’. De bus 
racete gewoon verder naar beneden, de heuv-
el af. En opeens zag-ie onderaan de heuvel een 
meertje en hij probeerde meteen te stoppen, 
maar ooh hij wist niet hoe zijn remmen werk-
ten. Dus viel-ie met een plons in het water en 
bleef in de modder steken. Eindelijk vond de 
buschauffeur zijn bus weer terug. En hij belde 
meteen een takelwagen op om zijn bus uit de 
modder te trekken. En de takelwagen zette de 
bus weer op de weg terug. De buschauffeur 
was reuzeblij z’n bus weer te zien. En de bus 
beloofde dat-ie er nooit meer alleen vandoor 
zou gaan.

English translation1

The naughty bus.
Once there was a very naughty bus. One day 
the bus driver wanted to drive his bus, but the 
bus was broken. So the bus driver had to fix 
the bus first. And while that bus driver was 
busy doing that, the bus decided to run away. 
He raced down the road.

First he drove alongside  a train and they made 
faces at one another and tried to see who could 
drive the fastest. But the bus had to go on on 
his own because the train disappeared into 
a tunnel. The bus raced into the town, where 
he saw a policeman who blew his whistle and 
shouted: ‘stop bus!’ But that naughty bus took 
no notice.

He sped  out of the town, into the country. 
He said: ‘I have had enough of driving on the 
road’. So he jumped over a fence. He landed 
in a meadow where a cow stood. ‘Boo’, mooed 
the cow, ‘I can’t believe my eyes’. The bus just 
raced on down thehill. And suddenly he saw a 
pond at the bottom of the hill and he tried to 
stop at once, but ooh he did not know how his  
brakes worked. So he fell with a splash  into 
the water and got stuck in the mud. In the end 
the bus driver found his bus again. He called 
for a tow truck straightaway to pull his bus out 
of the mud. And the tow truck placed the bus 
back on the road. The bus driver was very hap-
py to have his bus back. And the bus promised 
that he would run away again .

4

1 This is the English translationof the Dutch version
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Appendix 6
Planning components of the Bus story (Jansonius & Borgers, 2009) 

Story retelling: The Bus story

Setting
1.Time setting
2. Bus
3. Driver

Initiating events
4. Bus broken
5. Repair
6. Bus runs away

Emotional Response
7. Poor driver

Episode 1
8. Besides train
9. Battle
10. Tunnel

Episode 2
11. Into town
12. Policeman calling: “stop”
13. Town to country

Emotional Response
14. Bored on road

Episode 3
15. In meadow there was a cow
17. Racing from hill

Episode 4
18. Seeing the pond
19. Falling in water

Outcome
20. Driver finds bus
21. Calls the truck
22. Puts bus on road

Moral
23. Promises

Emotional Response
24. Being happy
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Appendix 7
Story generation: the Frog story. Three transcripts

1. Transcript Hazel (7;0 year); 5 minutes 19 sec, number of words: 428
Dutch

Er was es een jongen en een hond

die een kikker hadden gevangen.

En toen het nacht werd 

en de jongen sliep en de hond ook, 

klom de kikker uit de pot 

en ontsnapte.

En toen het ochtend werd, 

toen ging de jongen kijken naar de kikker 

en toen was de kikker er ineens niet meer 

en toen zocht hij overal.

Toen gingen ze naar het raam.

De hond kreeg de pot niet van z’n kop af 

en de jongen riep: 

‘kikker waar ben je?!’ 

Maar toen viel de hond uit het raam.

De jongen rende snel naar de hond toe 

en zei: 

‘dat is niet leuk!’ 

Toen gingen ze het bos in.

En de jongen riep weer: 

‘kikker waar ben je?!’ 

Maar niks antwoordde.

Toen zag de jongen een hol 

en dacht: 

‘hee misschien zit ie daar in’. 

En de hond dacht: ‘hee misschien zit ie, zit ie in 

die...bijenkorf’.

En toen kwam er een rat uit het hol

en beet in {z’n} zijn neus 

en die jongen stond tegen de boom aan te 

kwispelen met z’n {poten} voorpoten tegen de 

boom aan, 

stond te kwispelen. 

{Toen stond}toen was de bijenkorf gevallen 

en alle bijen {v}, gingen d’r uit 

English translation

Once upon a time there was a boy and a dog

who had caught a frog.

And when the night came

and the boy slept and also the dog,

the frog climbed out of the jar

and escaped.

And when the morning came,

then the boy went  to see the frog

and then the frog suddenly was not there

and then he was looking everywhere.

Then they went to the window.

The dog could not get the jar off his head

and the boy shouted:

‘frog where are you?!’

But then the dog fell out of the window.

The boy ran quickly to the dog

and said:

‘that is not nice!’

Then they went into the forest.

And the boy shouted again:

‘frog where are you?!’

But nothing answered.

Then the boy saw a hole

and thought:

‘hey maybe he is in there’. 

And the dog thought: ‘hey maybe he is, he is in 

that….beehive’. 

And then a rat came out of the hole

and bit {his} his nose

and that boy was wagging his tail against the 

tree

with his {legs} front legs against

the tree,

was wagging his tail.

{Then was} then the beehive had fallen down
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en de hond die stond nog steeds tegen de 

boom aan.

Maar toen kwam er een uil uit de {bo} boom 

waar de jongen in was geklommen 

en {de} alle bijen die vlogen achter de hond 

aan.

En toen dacht de jongen: 

‘hee misschien kan ik daar op gaan staan op die 

rots. 

Hee kijk daar kan ik mij aan vasthouden aan die 

takken 

en dan roep ik weer: ‘kikker waar ben je?!’

En toen kwam d’r een groot hert aan 

en die tilde de jongen op 

en nam hem mee. 

En toen kwam de hond eraan 

en die wou de jongen redden.

Maar de hert was slim.

Hij bracht hem naar de eind van de berg 

en gooide hem daar het water in.

Toen was {het, de he} het hert blij 

maar de jongen en de hond die waren helemaal 

niet blij. 

Ze vielen het water in.

Gelukkig kon de jongen wel zwemmen 

en kwam weer boven.

En toen zei de jongen tegen de hond: 

‘ kom, kom we {sl} kruipen heel voorzichtig over 

de rand van deze boomstam. 

Want misschien vinden we {ki} de kikker’

En toen, ja hoor, daar zaten twee kikkers.

En toen kwamen d’r zomaar een heleboel 

kleine jonge kikkertjes.

En toen vroeg de jongen: 

‘mogen wij wel een jonkie van jullie lenen?’ 

‘Ja hoor’, zeiden vader en moeder kikker.’

And all the bees {f}, flew out

And the dog still stood against the tree.

But then an owl came out of the {tr} tree

which the boy had climbed in

and {the} all bees they flew after the dog.

And then the boy thought:

‘hey maybe I can stand there on that 

rock.

Hey look there I can hold on to those 

branches

and then I will shout again: ‘frog where are 

you?!’

And then a big deer came along

and he lifted the boy up

and took him along.

And the dog came

and he wanted to save the boy.

But the deer was smart.

He took him to the end of the mountain

and he threw him there into the water.

Then {the, the de} the deer was happy

But the boy and the dog they were not happy 

at all.

They fell into the water.

Fortunately the boy could swim 

and came up again.

And then the boy said to the dog:

‘come, come we {cre} crawl carefully  over

the edge of the tree trunk.

Because maybe we find {fr} the frog’

And then, well, there were two frogs.

And then suddenly there came a lot of little 

young frogs.

And then the boy asked:

‘may we borrow a little one from you?’

‘Yes you may’, said father and mother frog .
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2. Transcript Floor (age 7;0 ); 4 min. 38 sec. Number of words: 288
Dutch

Er was een jongetje.

Hij heette {hmmm} Jippie.

En hij had een hond

die heette Tim.

En een kikker. Die zat in een pot.

En toen moest hij naar bed.

En de kikker kroop uit de pot.

De hond sprong op Jippie

en daardoor werd Jippie wakker.

En hij keek over de rand van zijn bed.

‘Hee {waar is} waar is kikker nou?!’

Ze gingen zoeken.

Niet in m’n schoen.

{En de hond ging ook} en Tim ging ook zoeken.

En hij zat met z’n hoofd in de fles.

Toen gingen ze buiten zoeken.

Jippie riep:

‘Kikker waar blijf je?!’

Toen viel Tim uit het raam.

Hij had ‘m te pakken.

En Tim likte Jippie.

Toen gingen ze weer zoeken.

‘Kikker waar blijf je?!’

Toen ging hij tussen de modder zoeken

en Tim {in de ba} in de boom bij een bijenkorf.

Toen kwam er een mol tevoorschijn.

{En Jippie die} en Jippie stootte {‘z’n h} z’n neus 

tegen de mol.

Toen kroop Jippie in een boom.

Toen kwam er een uil aan.

Toen viel Jippie op de grond.

Toen ging hij op de heuvel zitten…te zoeken.

{Hij} hij dacht dat hij een tak vasthield

maar het was niet zo.

Het was een hert.

English translation

There was a boy.

He was called {hmmm} Jippie.

And he had a dog

his name was Tim.

And a frog. He was in a jar.

And then he had to go to bed.

And the frog climbed out of the jar.

The dog jumped on Jippie

and so Jippie woke up.

And he looked over the edge of his bed.

‘Hey {where is} where is frog?!’

They started to look for him.

Not in my shoe.

{And the dog also was} and Tim also was 

looking. And his head was in the bottle.

Then they were looking outside.

Jippie shouted:

‘Frog where are you?!’

Then Tim fell out the window.

He got him.

And Tim licked Jippie.

And they went looking again.

‘Frog where are you?!’

Then he was looking in the mud

and Tim {in the tra} in the tree next to a bee-

hive.

Then a mole came out.

{And Jippie he} and Jippie thrust {his h} his 

nose against the mole.

Then Jippie crawled into a tree.

Then an owl came.

Then Jippie fell to the ground.

Then he went to sit on a hill to look.

{He} he thought he was holding on a branch

But that was not true.

It was a deer.
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Hij rende met Jippie en Tim naar de rivier

en liet ze daar in vallen.

Ze vielen erin

en de hert lachte.

En toen zwommen ze naar de overkant.

‘Stil zijn’ zei Jippie.

‘Misschien zitten ze hier achter.’daar zaten 

twee kikkers

en daar zat kikker bij.

Ze klommen over de boomstam

en kikker en de andere kikker kregen snel 

kindjes.

En ze gingen allemaal mee naar huis.

Via de rivier.

En dat was het.

He ran with Jippie and Tim to the river

and dropped them there.

They fell in

and the deer laughed.

And then they swam to the other side.

‘ Be quiet’ Jippie said.

‘Maybe they are behind here’. And they 

looked and yes there were two frogs

and frog was one of them.

They climbed over the tree trunk

and frog and the other frog soon got chil-

dren.

And they all went home with them.

By the river.

And was it.
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3. Transcript Stijn (7;0 jaar); 4 minutes, 7 sec., number of words:  3425

Dutch 

Er was eens een jongetje.

Het was al nacht, 

de maan scheen.

{Hij} de hond en hij keken naar de kikker {in de 

do} in de pot.

{Hij} de hond en het jongetje gingen slapen 

en die kikker die sloop uit de pot. 

De volgende ochtend werd ie wakker 

en wou weer naar z’n kikker kijken. 

{Maar d’r z} maar hij was er niet meer.

De hond keek in de pot 

en het jongetje keek {in z} in de laars. 

Toen keken ze uit het raam 

en het jongetje roepte: ‘Kikker!’

En de hond die sloop te ver 

tot ie op de grond viel, boem.

Het jongetje klom uit het raam en het hondje 

{w} likte het jongetje 

en het jongetje was heel boos. 

Toen sloop ie naar het bos.

En hij roepte nog eens: ‘Kikker!’

Toen keek hij in een holletje 

en de hond die blafte naar de {eh} bijenkorf.

En daar kwam een hamster uit 

{en het jongetje die} en het jongetje {die eh} 

die ... deed z’n neus dicht 

en het hondje die schudde aan de boom 

en toen viel de bijenkorf weg 

en het jongetje die keek alvast in de boom.

De hond die keek naar de bijenkorf 

en alle bijen kwamen er uit. {hee zijn dat er 

twee van die?} 2] 

{De uil} een uil kwam eruit.

Dus het jongetje viel net op tijd 

want anders werd ie geraakt door de bijen.

De uil die zat {achter de eh} achter het jongetje 

aan en toen steunde hij op twee takken. 

English translation

Once upon a time there was a boy.

Night had fallen,

the moon was shining.

{He} the dog and he were looking at the frog 

{in the bo} in the jar.

(He} the dog and the boy were going to sleep

and that frog crept out of the jar.

The next day he woke up

and wanted to see his frog again.

{But there} but he was not there.

The dog looked in the jar

And the boy looked {in h} in the boot.

Then they looked out of the window

And the boy shouted: ‘Frog!’

And the dog crept too far

Until he felt to the ground, boom.

The boy climbed out of the window and the 

dog {w} licked the boy

and the boy was very angry.

Then he crept to the forest.

And he shouted again: ‘Frog!’

Then he looked into a hole

And the dog he barked at the {uh} beehive.

And out came a hamster

{and the boy he} and the boy {he uh} he….

kept his nose 

and the dog shook  the tree

and then the beehive felt out

and the boy he already looked in the tree.

The dog he looked at the beehive

and all bees came out. {hey there are two of 

those?}

{The owl} an owl came out.

So the boy fell just in time

because otherwise he would have hit by the 

bees. The owl he was {was uh} chasing the 

boy and he leaned on two branches.

2  refering to two pictures on one page instead of one picture 
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Toen kwam er een hert uit 

{en dat he} en dat hert was boos.

Dus gooide het jongetje en de hond in het 

water. 

En het jongetje die viel in ‘t water, plons.

{En} en het hert die dee z’n ogen dicht.

{En toen, eh} en toen hoorde het jongetje iets.

En het hondje die {eh} trappelde in het water 

en toen zei het jongetje: ‘Ssssttt!’

Toen keek ie achter de boom {sto} stronk.

Daar zaten twee kikkers.

En daar kwamen kleintjes 

en dat was die {eh} die hij zocht. 

En toen nam hij hem mee.

Then a deer came out

(and that de} and that deer was angry.

So threw the boy and the dog into the 

water. 

And the boy he fell into the water,splash.

{And} and the deer he closed his eyes.

{And then, uh} and then the boy heard some-

thing. And the dog he {uh} paddled in the 

water and then the boy said: ‘Ssshh!’

Then he looked behind the tree {tu} trunk.

There were two frogs.

And little ones came

and that was the one {uh} he was looking for.

And then he took him.
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Appendix 8 
Story retelling: the Renfrew Bus story. Three transcripts

1. Hazel;  3 min. 40’ 36

Dutch

[Experimenter: wat was dit ook al weer?] een hele 

stoute bus. : en toen?

 was die bus kapot.

En toen moest de buschauffeur de bus eerst re-

pareren. 

En toen ondertussen dat hij de bus aan het re-

pareren was, dacht de bus: 

‘Ik ga d’r lekker vandoor’. 

Eerst reed hij langs een trein en ze trokken rare bek-

ken naar elkaar. 

Toen ... was de bus weer alleen, want de trein pufte 

door een tunnel. 

Toen dacht de bus: ik ga naar de stad. 

Daar zag hij een agent die op z’n fluitje blies. 

En  toen {zoe} zoefde hij de stad weer uit. 

Want het veld .... hij dacht, hij had geen zin meer om 

over de weg te rijden en toen sprong hij {over een}

over een hek waar hij in een weiland belandde waar 

een koe stond. En die zei ‘boe, dat heb ik nog nooit 

meegemaakt’. 

En toen zoefde de bus de heuvel af. 

En  toen zag hij dat er een {mee} meer lag en toen 

probeerde hij te remmen maar hij wist niet hoe zijn 

remmen werkten.

Dus viel hij met een plons in het water. 

En de buschauffeur vond de bus toen pas. 

Toen belde hij meteen een takelwagen op. 

Die hem weer op de weg zette. 

En toen dacht de bus ‘nou ik ga d’r nooit meer in 

mijn eentje vandoor’

English translation

[Experimenter: what was it again?] a very naughty 

bus. And then?] 

The bus was broken.

And then the bus driver had to fix the bus first.

And then while he was fixing the bus, the bus 

thought:

‘I am just going to run away’.

First he drove besides a train and they made faces at 

one another.

Then…the bus was alone again, because the train 

chugged through the tunnel.

Then the bus thought: I am going down town. 

There he saw a policeman that blew his whistle. And 

then he {sp} sped out of town again.

Because the country … he thought, he did not like 

driving on the road and then he jumped {over a}over 

a fence where he landed in a meadow where a cow 

stood. And he said ‘boo, I never saw that before’. 

And then the bus sped downhill.

And then he saw that there was a {po} pond and he 

tried to brake but he did not know how his brakes 

worked.

So he fell with a splash into the water.

And the bus driver found the bus only then.

Then he called immediately for a tow truck.

That put him back on the road.

And then the bus thought ‘well I will never  make off 

on my own again’

3  Hazel is afraid to start. The Experimenter helps.
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2.  Floor; 2 minutes, 50 seconds
Dutch

Er was es een bus. 

Die reed op de weg

En bus was wel een beetje stout [lacht].

Want toen was hij kapot, toen wou de bus-

chauffeur hem maken maar, maar hij reed er 

gewoon vandoor.

‘Stop bus!’ zei de buschauffeur, ‘waar ga je 

naar toe?’

Toen kwam hij een trein tegen. 

Ze deden wie het gekste zijn bek, wie de al-

lergekste bek kon trekken en wie het hardste 

kon rijden. En wie het hardste kon rijden.

Toen moest de bus nee de trein een tunnel in. 

Wat jammer moet-ie er nou niet uit? 

Buschauffeur, nee de bus reed verder. 

Hij reed gewoon maar door. 

En de kinderen riepen ‘stop bus stop!’ en de 

politieagent blies op zijn fluitje. ... 

En toen lachte ik. 

En toen reed hij op de weg, toen dacht hij, 

toen zag hij daar een hek. 

Toen dacht hij: misschien kan ik wel over die 

hek heen springen. 

En toen kwam hij in een weiland terecht. 

{En} en hij reed gewoon de heuvel af. Daar 

zag hij  ...een meer. 

Hij reed plons ‘t meer in. 

De buschauffeur had de bus te pakken. 

{En hij} en toen reed hij weer op de weg. 

En hij was heel sip.

English translation

Once there was a bus.

It drove on the road.

And bus was a bit naughty [laughs].

Because then he was broken, then the bus 

driver wanted to fix it, but he just drove off.

‘Stop bus!’ the bus driver said, ‘where are you 

going?’

Then he met a train.

They saw who  could make the funniest, who 

made the most funny face and who could 

drive the fastets.

Then the bus no the train had to go into a 

tunnel. 

What a pity doesn’t he have to come out? 

Bus driver, no the bus drove on.

He just drove on.

And the children shouted ‘stop bus stop’ and 

the policeman blew his whistle…

And then I laughed.

And then he drove on the road, then he 

thought, then he saw a fence there.

Then he thought: maybe I can jump over that 

fence.

En then he came into a meadow.

{And} and he just drove downhill. There he 

saw … a pond.

He drove splash into the pond.

The bus driver got hold of the bus.

{And he} en then he drove on the road again.

And he was very glum.
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3. Stijn,  2 minutes,  17 seconds
Dutch

Er was eens een buschauffeur met een bus.

Hij, de bus was kapot. 

Dus toen moest hij uitstappen om hem te 

repareren.

Maar {toen cross} toen reed de auto weg. 

En {de au} de bus die liet de buschauffeur 

alleen achter.

En toen kwam de bus een trein tegen. 

Ze trokken hele gekke bekken naar elkaar en 

ze deden wie het hardste kon. 

Maar helaas kwam er een tunnel en de bus 

was weer alleen. 

En toen reed-ie de stad in. 

Alle mensen renden weg. 

En de politie die fluitte op zijn fluitje en hij 

roepte stop. 

Maar de bus die stopte niet. 

Hij reed gewoon de stad weer uit. 

En toen kwam hij een hek tegen. 

Hij sprong erover. 

Hij kwam toen bij een weiland. 

En de koe roept ‘ boe, wat krijgen we nu?’ 

En de bus die wou remmen want er was een 

meer en ‘plons!’ de bus die viel in het water. 

En de buschauffeur was blij om hem weer te 

zien. 

Hij belde een takelwagen om hem uit het wa-

ter te halen en naar de garage te brengen. 

En toen was hij weer gerepareerd en de bus 

was boos omdat ie weer moest rijen op de 

weg en de buschauffeur was weer blij omdat-

ie de bus weer zag.

English translation

Once upon a time there was a bus driver with 

a bus.

He, the bus was broken.

Therefore he had to get out to fix him.

But then the car {then cross} drove away.

And {the ca} the bus left the bus driver behind 

alone.

And then the bus met a train.

They made very funny faces at one another 

and tried to see who could go fastest.

But unfortunately there was a tunnel and the 

bus was on his own again.

And then he drove into the town.

All people ran away.

And the police he blew his whistle and shout-

ed stop.

But the bus he did not stop.

He just drove out of town.

And then he saw a fence.

He jumped over it.

He came into a meadow.

And the cow shouted ‘boo, what’s this?’

And the bus he wanted to brake because 

there was a pond and ‘splash!’ the bus he fell 

into the water. And the bus driver was happy 

to see him back.

He called for a tow truck to get him out of the 

water and take him to the garage.

And then he was fixed again and the bus was 

angry because he had to drive again and the 

bus driver was happy because he saw the bus 

again.
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Appendix 9

Use of tenses in NPT 1;9-3;9, with  examples of Hazel, Floor and Stijn
Hazel Floor Stijn

1;9 PRESENT TENSE
Hazel doet
‘Hazel does’

PRESENT TENSE
Ziet het niet
‘Does not see’

-

2;0 PRESENT PERFECT

Papa daan
‘Daddy done’

PRESENT PERFECT

Pappa daan
‘Daddy done’

PRESENT TENSE
PRESENT PERFECT
Wil niet! 
‘want not’
Perst
‘Squeezed’

2;3 PAST SIMPLE
PRESENT PERFECT
FUTURE
Sing Hazel bijna zemmen
‘Went Hazel almost swim-
ming’
Plast
‘Peed’
Ik zal niet laten vallen
‘I will not drop’

PRESENT PERFECT

Hazel plast is
‘Hazel peed is’

PRESENT TENSE
PRESENT PERFECT
PAST PERFECT
De stofzuiger is kapot
‘The vacuum cleaner is bro-
ken’
Kijntje ook emaakt
‘Stijn (has) also made
Was aanrecht vallen
‘Were fallen sink’

2;6 PAST SIMPLE
PRESENT PERFECT
PAST PERFECT
FUTURE
Nou was de dokter klaar
‘Now the doctor was ready’
Ik heb hier sengen
‘I have caught here’
Ik had nog een stukje gekapt
‘I had got another piece’
Ik zal mijn baby laten zem-
men
‘I will let my baby swim’

PAST SIMPLE
PRESENT PERFECT
PAST PERFECT

Toen ging ik ook mee
‘Then I came also along’
Wel koom
‘Did come’
Ik hatte deze emaakt
‘I had made this one’

PRESENT TENSE
PAST SIMPLE
PRESENT PERFECT

Maar water is heel koud
‘But water is very cold’
Ik tiel
‘I fell’
De dokter doet
‘The doctor does’

2;9 PAST SIMPLE
PRESENT PERFECT
PAST PERFECT
Daar singen wij naar toe
‘There we went to’
Ik heb t uit ehaad
‘I have removed it’
Had eleend
‘Had borrowed’

PRESENT PERFECT
PAST PERFECT

Heb je er af gehaald
‘Have taken it off’
Ik had chipjes gekocht
‘I had bought chips’

PRESENT TENSE
PAST SIMPLE
PRESENT PERFECT
Zwarte Piet gaat het touw 
losmaken
‘Black Peter goes loosen the 
rope’
Die zaten pepernoten
‘Those gave biscuits’
Hij heeft kageten
‘He has eaten’
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3;3 PAST SIMPLE
PRESENT PERFECT
PAST PERFECT
FUTURE

Die zaten in dat groene 
bakje
‘Those were in that green 
container’
Ik heb er suiker in gedaan
‘I have done sugar in it’
Floor had mijn briefje ge-
pakt
‘Floor had gripped my 
note’
Ik zal ‘m opleggen
‘I will put it on’

PAST SIMPLE

Omdat jij weg was
‘Because you were gone’

PRESENT TENSE
PAST SIMPLE
PRESENT PERFECT
PAST PERFECT
FUTURE
En je zet ‘m in een kooi
‘And you put him in a case’
We deden spelletjes
‘We did games’
Dit is Pino vergeten
‘This has Pino forgotten’
Toen hadden we ridders 
gespeeld
‘Then we had played knights’
Zullen we naar huis varen
Shall we sail home’

3;9 PAST SIMPLE
PRESENT PERFECT
PAST PERFECT
FUTURE
Floor wou fietsen
Floor wanted to bike’
Floor heeft gespeeld van-
daag
‘Floor has played today’
Floor was gevallen
‘Floor had fallen’
Wat ga jij straks aandoen?
‘What are you going to 
wear?’

PAST SIMPLE
PAST PERFECT
FUTURE

Toen moest ik naar de tan-
darts
‘Then I had to go to the 
dentist’
Ik had geknutseld
‘I had crafted’
Ik ga later naar de basiss-
chool
‘Later I go to the elemen-
tary school’

PRESENT TENSE
PAST SIMPLE
PRESENT PERFECT
PAST PERFECT
Omdat-ie dood is van 
Balthasar
‘Because he is dead by 
Balthasar’
Ik had koorts
‘I had fever’
Ik heb veel te veel pepernoten 
gegeten
‘I have eaten far too many 
biscuits’
Had ook de deur dichtgesla-
gen
‘Had also slammed the door’
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Appendix  10
Types of Temporal/aspectual markers (TAMs) in the parental production  
between 1;9 and 3;9. 

(See Table 6.3)

Temporal/aspectual marker and type English translation 

1;9 Zometeen (4)
Binnenkort (4)
(Zo) net (4)

Soon
Soon
Just 

2;0 Nog even (1)
Nog es even (1)

Toen daarna (2)
En toen (2)
Toen eenmaal (2)
En dan….. en dan…..en dan (2)

Toen (3)
En dan (3)
En toen (3)

Nog nooit (4)
Laatste keer (4)
Een tijdje (4)
Gauw (4)

Toen hij jarig was (5)
Vanmorgen eerst al . ..en nou nog een keer (5)

Once more
again

And then
And then 
Once when
And then…and then…and then

When
And then
Then

Never before
The last time
A while
Fast

On his birthday
First already this morning …. And now again…..

2;3 Nu al (1)
Nou weer (1)
Nog niet (1)
Niet meer (1) 

En toen? Toen… (2)
Maar toen? Toen (2) 
Nou toen…(2)
Toen (2)
Als…….. dan (2)

Laatst (4)
Gister(4)
Donderdag(4)
’s ochtends (4)
’s middags (4)
Nog even (4)
Gelijk (= meteen) (4)
Een keer (4)
Tussen-de-middag (4)
Laatst (4)
Vorige week (4)

Already
Again
Not yet
No longer

And then? Then…
But then? Then….
Well then…
Then…
When…then

Lately 
Yesterday
Thursday
In the morning
In the afternoon
Some more time
Soon
Once
Midday
Lately
Last week
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2;6 Al(1)
Nog niet (1) 
Nog een keer(1)
Even(1)

Eerst…. Toen (2)
En toen …. en toen(2)
Wanneer(2)
En dan(2) 
Dan (2)
Straks als (2)
Als … dan (2)
Dan…… als (2)

Altijd(4)
Zojuist(4)
Net(4)
Een hele poos(4)
In de kleine vakantie(4)
Nooit (4)
Meestal (4)
Nu(4)
Laatste keer (4)
Vanochtend(4)
Een tijdje(4)

 Already
Not yet
Once more
A while

First…..then
And then…and then
When
And then
Then
Soon when
When…then
Then…..when

Allways
Just
A minute ago
Quite a while
During the short holidays
Never
Often
Now
Last time
This morning
A while

2;9 Even(1)
Niet meer(1)

Als … dan (2)
Als (2)

En toen … en toen….(3) 

Op vakantie(4)
In de vakantie(4)
Nooit(4)
Binnenkort(4)
Dadelijk(4)
Zo(4)
In Frankrijk(4)
Toen (4)
Gisteren(4)
Vorige week(4)
Vanavond(4)
Vaak(4)
Vanmiddag(4)
5 december(4)
Elke dag(4)
Straks(4)
Nu(4)
Vandaag(4)
Redelijk snel (4)
Soms(4)

Just
No longer

When ….then
When

And then…and then….

On holidays
During holidays
Never
Soon
Immediately
Soon
In Fance
Then
Yesterday
Last week
Tonight
Often
This afternoon
5 December
Every day
Soon
Now
Today
Quite fast
Sometimes
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Dinsdag(4)
Een keer(4)
’s ochtends(4)
’s avonds(4)
Overdag(4)
Dinsdag(4)

Een tijdje geleden toento en………(5)

Tuesday
Once
In the morning
In the evening
In the daytime
Tuesday

Some time ago when…..

3;3 Voordat(2)

Gister(4)

Gisterochtend(4)

Dinsdag(4)

Altijd(4)

Laatst(4)

Wel eens(4)

Vaak(4)

Eerder(4)

Gisteravond(4)

Nu(4)

Before

Yesterday

Yesterday morning

Tuesday

Always

Lately

Sometimes

Often

Before

Yesterday evening

Now

3;9 Als…..dan (2)

Dan pas (2)

Pas dan(2)

Voordat(2)

Vandaag(4)

Zometeen(4)

Afgelopen zaterdag(4)

Vrijdag(4)

Binnenkort(4)

Twee uur(4)

Heel lang(4)

Niet elke dag(4)

Vandaag(4)

Toen(4)

Zaterdag(4)

Iedere avond(4)

’s avonds(4)

Op de terugweg(5)

When….then

Only then…..

Then only….

Before

Today

Soon

Last Saterday

Friday

Soon

Two hours

Very long

Not every day

Today

Then

Saterday

Every night

In the evening

On the way home
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SUMMARY

Summary

This study is about the development of narrative ability in children. Narrative 
development refers to the growing ability to create extended texts, spoken as well as 
written, and is a major linguistic development between ages four and twelve.  At school 
the emphasis gradually shifts from the oral narrative to the written modality. Listening 
to story books will be increasingly replaced by textbook comprehension and the drafting 
of texts. The assessment of oral narrative skills has become an established method to 
assess advanced language skills. Considering the importance of narrative skills it is highly 
relevant to search for potential precursors in the first years of life in relation to later 
narrative ability. The theoretical framework of this investigation draws its inspiration 
from the pragmatics of connected discourse (Ninio & Snow, 1996). Connected discourse 
emerges from conversations between children and their caretakers. The present study 
will analyse data obtained from an in-depth longitudinal study of three children in two 
Dutch families, video-recorded in spontaneous interaction every three months. First 
a review is given of the research to date on precursors of narrative ability (Chapter 
2). A narrative is defined as talk centered on a particular topic that extends over 
several utterances and/or conversational turns. Narratives can be divided in several 
subgenres: scripts, personal narratives and fantasy or fictional narratives. This study 
takes a multilevel approach to narrative ability, focusing on three components: narrative 
productivity, narrative story structure and narrative complex language. In the search for 
potential precursors of narrative ability a considerable amount of research has focused 
on three areas and these will be the focus also here: (1) the impact of discussing the 
nonpresent, (2) children’s ability to express temporality and (3) developing skills to 
elaborate on topics on past events. 

Discussing nonpresent topics in parent-child interaction starts in the middle 
of the second year. The developmental progression reflects the degree of context 
embeddedness (Ninio & Snow, 1996). The more a discussion is contextualized or built 
on a joint perceptual focus, the earlier young children participate in that conversation 
verbally. Despite cognitive and communicative limitations on children’s participation, 
they can nonetheless participate in all major types of discussion by the age of two 
years. In an study  into the influence of nonpresent talk interaction on two narrative 
genres at age five it appeared that the more children were engaged in nonpresent talk 
at 1;8 and 2;8, the better narrators of personal experience they tended to be at age 
five (Uccelli, Hemphill, Pan & Snow, 2005). The same effect has been shown for the 
fictional narrative (Lange & Carroll, 2003). These findings indicate that participation in 
early discussions about the nonpresent positively influences overall performance in 
both personal and fantasy narration at age five. The suggestion is that the more parents 
engage in nonpresent talk with their young children, the more opportunities children 
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have to learn to represent past events, to report intentions, feelings and reactions, and 
to tie experience in one context to experience in another context. These are all skills 
believed to be critical to later autonomous narrative production. 

In order to produce a narrative the expression of temporality is crucial (Berman & 
Slobin, 1994). Temporality in language can be expressed using grammatical morphemes 
such as tense marking on verbs, or lexical items such as temporal/ aspectual adverbs, 
connectives and expressions (e.g. yesterday, later, then). Dutch children produce verbs 
from an early age but many utterances are still without a verb even in the two-word 
stage, that is past the age of two years. Dutch children have acquired the rule that a 
sentence requires a verb by age four since they then omit the verb in less than 4% 
of obligatory contexts. Once verbs are regularly produced, lexical verbs are frequently 
produced as root infinitives. Root infinitives are rarely used to refer to past events 
(Blom, 2008). At age two tense marking starts with present tense singular and this form 
is used alongside root infinitives. The increase of finite sentences is gradual. In the same 
period that root infinitives are used, children start using bare past participles. These so 
called root participles have a completed aspect denotation. Many of these early Dutch 
root participles do not have the participial prefix ge-; the auxiliary verb is also missing; 
the participial suffix -t or -(e)n) is however expressed (maakt ‘made’ instead of gemaakt 
‘made’ (= perfect tense). According to earlier research on Dutch (De Houwer & Gillis, 
1998) the use of the future auxiliary zullen (‘shall’/will’) is rare under age four, as is the 
simple past form, for example hij maakte ‘he made’,  and the past perfect, for example zij 
hadden gemaakt ‘they had made’. Children also have to learn to use temporal/ aspectual 
markers (TAMs). Uccelli (2009) investigating three-year-old Spanish speaking narrators 
found aspectual markers such as ALREADY to express result, and AGAIN to express 
recurrence, and so called ‘general sequencers’ such as THEN and AFTER, and WHEN to 
mark immediate anteriority or simultaneity. It was found that as the use of past tense to 
report events was mastered by 2;9-2;10, the number of different TAMs also increased.

Topic elaboration in past event talk is also potentially relevant for later narrative 
ability. It has been shown that two and three year old children tend not to recall memories 
of events without external scaffolding. The role of the adult appears therefore to be 
crucial. The exposure to reminiscence has been claimed to scaffold children’s ability to 
produce and understand narratives. Characteristics in the language of the mother and 
the children were investigated in order to find effects on children’s narrative skills at age 
5;10 (Reese, 1995). Past event talk in mother-child interactions at age three and four was 
a strong predictor of narrative ability at age five. Also children’s increasing participation 
in conversations emerged as a positive predictor of later performance, especially for 
their story comprehension and story production scores. Furthermore it was found 
that the reminiscing style parents adopt in their interaction relates to what children 
remember about past events (Fivush, Haden & Reese, 2006). Children of parents with a 
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high-elaborative style recalled more about personal life events than children of parents 
with a low-elaborative style in conversations, and it was found that a highly elaborative 
reminiscing style had a facilitating effect on children’s narrative ability.

From the review of the literature it had to be concluded that there is no consensus 
on the definition of nonpresent talk. Therefore nonpresent talk had to be redefined. 
It also indicated that previous research has often been narrow in the interpretation 
of narrative ability focusing on only one component. This study focuses on three 
components: narrative productivity, narrative story structure and narrative complex 
language. Further, it becomes clear that still little is known of children’s narrative 
ability in their spontaneous speech. In the present study elicited narratives as well as 
narratives in spontaneous speech are systematically researched on the three narrative 
components. The aim is to identify precursors of narrative ability in early nonpresent 
talk in parent-child interaction. The three potential precursors are addressed in three 
separate chapters and explored on the basis of the following general research questions:

What is the relationship between nonpresent talk and later narrative ability? 
(Chapter 5).

What is the relation between early temporality development in nonpresent talk 
and later narrative ability? (Chapter 6).

What is the relation between elaboration in nonpresent talk and later narrative 
ability? (Chapter 7).

The subjects for this study are three first-born monolingual Dutch children, Hazel, 
Floor and Stijn, from two families, with comparable middle-class background (Chapter 
3). Hazel and Floor are full term non-identical twin sisters. All three children were 
followed longitudinally for ten years between the ages of three months and ten years 
in regular spontaneous interaction with their parents. Video recordings took place 
every three months, every recording being one to two hours long. They were filmed 
at home in daily situations. Since the discussion of nonpresent talk starts around age 
two and develops considerably in the third year, it was decided to start the study at 1;9 
and to continue until 3;9. The recordings were analyzed at three month intervals until 
3;3, thereafter at six month intervals, making a total of seven recordings per family. All 
nonpresent talk (NPT) segments were identified, NPT being defined as a topic-specific 
discussion in the social interaction between two or more participants that relates to 
and/or comments on the not-here-and-not-now. Such a discussion may refer to: (1) past 
events, (2) future events, (3) fantasy, and/or (4) other non-observable thoughts, feelings, 
likes and dislikes. The NPT segments were transcribed into orthographic Dutch. Each 
segment was coded for source (file, child, age) and the length of recording (in seconds) 
was noted. To be able to compare the three children to each other and to their peer 
group in terms of their general language level, language tests were administered at age 
4;3 and again at age 7;0.  At 4;3 two vocabulary subtests of the TAK were administered 
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and the language and communicative behavior at school was investigated using a 
teacher questionnaire. At age 7;0 two subtests of the Renfrew Language Scales (Dutch 
adaptation) were administered. Two narrative tasks were selected in order to assess 
the children’s narrative ability at age seven: a story generation task, the Frog story, and 
a story retelling task, the Renfrew’s Bus story task. In addition spontaneously produced 
narratives around age seven were analysed.

The general language level of the three children at age four and age seven and 
their narrative ability at age seven had to be determined as the baseline for the 
exploration of the precursors and to pinpoint similarities and differences between the 
three children (Chapter 4).  At age 4;3 all three children scored on the mean score 
or above in comparison to Dutch peers for receptive and expressive vocabulary as 
measured by the TAK. On social language ability in the classroom all three scored ‘high’ 
or ‘rather high’. In comparison to each other Hazel excelled on receptive vocabulary, 
Stijn on expressive vocabulary and social language ability. At age 7;0 all three children 
had an average score on their expressive vocabulary, in comparison to Dutch children 
aged between 7;0 and 7;6. On the APT, measuring specific vocabulary and grammatical 
structures, Hazel scored very high in comparison to Dutch peers, Floor and Stijn both 
scored average. In comparison to each other Hazel scored highest on grammatical 
structure and specific vocabulary and Stijn highest on expressive vocabulary, as he 
did at age four. For story generation, as measured with the Frog story test, the three 
children also scored comparable to their peers, Hazel performing best on narrative 
productivity as well as narrative complex language, Floor best on narrative story structure. 
On story retelling, as measured with the Bus story test, Stijn was highest on narrative 
productivity, and Hazel again on narrative complex language. Narrative ability measured in 
spontaneous narratives showed Stijn highest in narrative productivity and Floor highest 
on narrative story structure as well as on narrative complex language. When viewing the 
three separate components of narrative ability the children could be ranked. Stijn 
ranked highest on narrative productivity. This results from the fact that he produced the 
most and the longest narratives in spontaneous speech and in one of the two elicited 
tasks. On narrative story structure Floor ranked highest; she excelled in telling a clear and 
coherent story to the listener. On narrative complex language Hazel ranked highest.  The 
potential precursors to be considered in the following chapters were related to these 
characteristics of the three children. .

In examining how NPT develops between 1;9 and 3;9 in the three children and 
how it relates to their narrative ability at age seven (Chapter 5) general developmental 
trends for the three children were discussed, variation between the two families, 
and individual differences between the children. The specific research questions in 
this chapter focused on (a) the extent NPT increases in frequency, (b) the frequency 
as related to specific settings, (c) child’s ability to initiate NPT, and (d) how individual 
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differences in the development of NPT are related to narrative ability at age seven. 
A highly detailed coding scheme was developed for NPT. Discussing Past events and 
discussing Future events were each divided into four subcategories according to the 
size of distance from ‘the now’, the speech moment. Fantasy talk was divided into three 
subcategories, as was NPT Other into four subcategories, covering all types of NPT that 
were not past, and not future or fantasy talk. It appeared that the quantity of total NPT at 
age 3;9 had only slightly increased in comparison to 1;9. At time point 2;9, however, the 
occurrence of NPT was highest, declining by 3;9.  Calculated for the individual children 
it appeared that Stijn is most frequently engaged in NPT, followed by Hazel, and then 
Floor. A more detailed picture of the development of NPT emerges when including 
the (sub) categories of NPT. Over the two year period studied NPT Other forms the 
largest category, immediately followed by NPT Past. NPT Future and NPT Fantasy are 
both much smaller categories, implying that between ages 1;9 and 3;9 discussing past 
events occurs much more frequently than discussing future events or fantasy talk.  It 
is striking how from age 1;9 temporal reference gradually moves further away from 
the here-and-now. At age 1;9 most past events were restricted to the recent past,  at 
2;9 to what has happened on the preceding week , at 3;9  events that happened more 
than 6 months ago were also reported. For NPT Future the same developmental trend 
could be observed, starting somewhat later.  Up to 2;9 all talk referred to the immediate 
future, close to the here-and-now. Talking about future events increased from age 2;9 
on, discussing events in the future weeks and even months ahead.  The frequency of 
Fantasy talk increases from 2;6 on and  peaks at 2;9. This is true in both families, but 
in the Stijn family there is proportionally more Fantasy talk than in the Hazel- Floor 
family. The rise in Fantasy talk is due to ‘symbolic play’ and ‘role play’.  The category NPT 
Other was found to be large and varied. The subcategories were dependent on age. 
The subcategory Talking about knowledge & memory is the only subcategory present at 
all ages, and it became increasingly frequent from 2;6 on. It appeared that most NPT 
occurred in one particular setting, namely sitting together in order to eat or drink. This 
setting includes regular mealtimes as well as sitting down for coffee in the morning, 
tea in the afternoon or during ‘snack time’. The two families scored similarly for most 
settings, but the Stijn family had more parent-child routines while Hazel and Floor were 
more often engaged in toy play, suggesting that settings in which NPT takes place can 
also reflect family preferences. 

In the Hazel-Floor family up to age 2;6 more initiatives are taken by the adults than 
by the children. However after 2;6 Hazel and Floor take relatively more initiatives than 
their parents.  This change does not occur in the Stijn family, although the percentage 
of parent initiations did gradually decrease. It is interesting to observe that child 
preferences may play a role. Hazel and Floor took most initiative in discussions on 
past events and knowledge. Stijn initiated more in Fantasy talk and in retelling stories. 
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Comparing the three individual children, it turns out that Hazel takes far more initiating 
moves in NPT than Floor, and also more than Stijn.  The conclusion is Stijn is more 
frequently engaged in NPT but Hazel demonstrates the most initiating behavior in 
NPT.  Based on previous research a relationship between engagement in NPT and later 
narrative ability was predicted. In the current study however the relation seems to be 
restricted to one component of narrative ability, narrative productivity. Child’s initiating 
behavior in parent-child interaction, starting in the first year of life, is considered to be 
a sign of advanced language acquisition. The data of this study support these findings. 
In the current study the child (Hazel) who scored highest in the amount of initiating 
behavior of NPT between 1;9 -3;9 excelled at age seven on one component of narrative 
ability, narrative complex language. These findings suggest two candidate precursors of 
later narrative ability: the amount of engagement in NPT and child’s ability to initiate 
NPT; both, however, seem to be related to different components of narrative ability at 
age seven.

Temporality is measured by analyzing variables on: verb use, tense marking and 
temporal/adverbial markers (TAMs) (Chapter 6). In order to explore the role of the 
parents in the expected variation, parental tense marking and their production of TAMs in 
NPT is also investigated.  The percentage of all three children’s utterances containing a 
verb sharply increased in relation to their total number of utterances, and most sharply 
between 1;9 and 2;9. The number of pragmatically acceptable verbless child utterances 
decreased. Stijn showed a somewhat different pattern to the girls in this respect; he 
retained a much higher percentage of pragmatically acceptable verbless utterances 
than the girls.  The second measure of verb use, ‘proportion of verbs related to all other 
words’ substantially increased after 1;9. Stijn had a lower percentage of verbs at all 
time points compared to the girls. Despite the expected general developmental pattern 
of increasing verb use there was individual variation between the three children. 
Stijn continued to produce more verbless utterances in the category pragmatically 
acceptable and had a lower percentage of verbs in relation to all other words. On verb 
use as measure of temporality development it was concluded that overall over the 
two year period the two girls were somewhat more advanced than the boy. For tense 
marking it was shown that the emergence of the five tenses in NPT extends over the 
period of two years. The general order of emergence is similar to the order observed 
in all speech. The data do not confirm, however, previous findings for Dutch  in that 
past simple and past perfect  are rare in Dutch children younger than 4;0. From 2;6 – 
3;9 all three children developed in their tense marking ability and progressed to the 
use of the correct form.  At age 2;9 Floor was the first to produce all past tense forms 
correctly. Hazel achieved 100% correctness at 3;9,  Stijn, however, had not yet reached 
the acquisition criterion by 3;9. In sum, and ranking the children on this measure of 
temporality, Hazel is quickest in the spontaneous production of all different tenses. 
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Floor is quickest in using the correct form in past tense marking, and Stijn is the slowest. 
Regarding the parental role in tense marking all parental utterances were analyzed at 1;9, 
2;9 and 3;9 for their occurrence of verbless utterances and tense marking categories. 
The percentage of tense marked utterances in NPT increased over the two year period, 
and the parental verbless utterances decreased. As a general trend it appeared that 
the use of the present tense in NPT was the biggest category in both families at all data 
points.  The second largest category ‘past simple’ increased over time.  Parental use 
of ‘present perfect’ and ‘past perfect’ was also clearly  increasing , reflecting a greater 
involvement in temporality between 1;9 and 3;9. The children’s TAMs developed slowly 
up to age 2;6 in terms of the variety of markers used (five categories defined). The order 
of emergence of the children’s categories of TAMs was firstly ‘aspectual markers’ and 
‘temporal adverbs’ (from 1;9 – 2;9), then ‘temporal markers of anteriority, posteriority 
and simultaneity’ (from 2;9 – 3;9) and  last ‘general sequencers’ and ‘longer expressions 
of time reference’ (at 3;9). From age 2;9 on the children basically had the means to 
express events ordered in time.  Comparing the present study to the research into 
Spanish children (Uccelli, 2009) the same categories were found. However in the current 
study it was possible to observe the emergence of ‘longer expressions of time reference’ 
at 3;9, such as toen Hazel en Floor nog klein waren ‘when Hazel and Floor were little’. In 
the parental production of TAMs it is striking that at 2;0, nine months before children’s 
temporal markers appeared for the first time, these had already been introduced by the 
parents. From age 2;3 on the children were increasingly exposed to more specific types 
of temporal adverbs. These were produced by the children themselves from 3;9 on. The 
conclusion is clear in that the amount of different marker types offered by the parents 
stays some months ahead of the production of the children. Ranking the children on the 
verb temporality measures, Hazel and Floor were found to perform comparably well while 
Stijn ranks third on all measures, with the exception of the use of longer expressions 
of TAMs. Based on previous research a relationship between temporality expression in 
NPT 1;9 – 3;9 and later narrative ability was predicted. The data of the current analysis 
support the previous findings. Hazel’s relatively fast development of verb use and tense 
marking can be linked to her high scores on narrative complex language at age seven. It 
is concluded that a third candidate precursor of later narrative ability is emerging: child 
temporality development in NPT is related to complex language in narrations.

The search for precursors of narrative ability focused also on a third potential 
precursor: topic elaboration (Chapter 7).  Elaboration is considered by examining the 
amount of parental elaboration, and the amount of child elaboration. Data between 
age 1;9 – 3;3  were analyzed, that is: 18 months instead of the 24 month period analyzed 
in the previous chapters. In order to approach the reviewed notion of ‘past even talk’ 
(Reese 1995) the category NPT Past and the subcategory NPT Know were analyzed. 
This was done separately in order to explore possible differences between these 
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two categories. NPT Past was taken together and no distinction was made between 
immediate past and further past. NPT Know is defined as NPT containing the exchange 
of information with respect to knowledge of the world. In order to measure parental 
elaboration two analyses were performed: ‘open ended questions versus yes-no 
questions’ (Sparks & Reese, 2013) and an analysis of elaboration operationalized as 
‘topic extension’ (Reese, 1995). For child elaboration in NPT Past and NPT Know a new 
coding scheme was designed accounting for all different types of child contributions 
found in the NPT of this study. A four-point scale for these child contributions was used 
moving from a minimal contribution to the ongoing conversation, such as pointing as 
a non-verbal contribution (stage 1), via minimal responses such as yes/no answers 
(stage 2) to responding verbally to the topic of the ongoing conversation (stage 3), to 
the final skill of independently elaborating the ongoing conversation.  Focusing on the 
ratio of open ended questions and yes-no questions in relation to the total number 
of parental utterances, both families had relatively more yes-no questions than open 
ended questions, especially at the younger ages. This is true for NPT Past as well as 
for NPT Know. One explanation for the relatively high amount of yes-no questions 
compared to the literature is the age of the children since they are younger than in the 
reviewed research. It was concluded that the ‘ratio open ended questions versus yes/
no questions’, is not appropriate to measure parental elaboration at this young age. 
Parental elaboration measured as ‘topic elaboration’, the second measure, appeared 
to be higher in the Stijn family than in the Hazel - Floor family. When the children’s 
participation behavior in NPT was analyzed, large differences appeared between the 
children. The total  amount of Stijn’s  NPT contributions per hour was four times higher 
than Floor’s and more than  twice as high as Hazel’ s. Most NPT took place in the Stijn 
family and Stijn also had the highest total of NPT contributions.  Between 1;9 – 3;3, the 
three children increasingly started to contribute to the ongoing NPT by responding to 
the adult with an adequate verbal contribution to the ongoing conversation (stage 3) 
and even by elaborating the ongoing NPT by adding new information themselves (stage 
4). The percentages of this category varied between 9.8% and 28.7%.  Floor had the 
highest elaboration score, implying that, although Floor does not often participate in 
NPT Past conversations, the quality of her contribution is high. She is most advanced 
in elaboration (stage 4). Ranking the children on the amount of contributions per hour 
in NPT, Stijn obviously ranks first. Ranking them on the relatively use of topic elaboration 
(the highest stage 4 category), Floor ranks first. Based on previous research findings 
the parents that are most elaborative in NPT were expected to have the children with 
the highest narrative ability at age seven. These expectations were only partially met. 
Stijn’s parents were most elaborative in NPT and indeed Stijn had the highest score 
on narrative productivity in spontaneous speech. The expectation that the absolute 
number of parental elaborations is related to the number of child elaborations was 
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confirmed. Both Stijn and his parents had the highest numbers. One other expectation 
for the parents was not met: Floor ranked highest on narrative story structure in fictional 
narratives but her parents did not have the most topic elaborations. As regards the 
child factors, based on previous research the child with a higher elaboration in NPT 
was expected to have a higher narrative ability at age 7 on the components narrative 
productivity and narrative story structure. These expectations are again only partially 
met. Floor had the highest elaboration score in NPT and she scored highest at age 
seven on narrative story structure. The hypothesis that the child with the highest NPT 
elaboration score is related to narrative complex language at age seven is not confirmed. 
To conclude, a fourth and a fifth candidate precursor of later narrative ability emerged: 
high parental elaboration in NPT as related to narrative productivity at age seven, and 
high child elaboration in NPT as related to narrative story structure.

In Chapter 8 a summary of the results is presented and their implications 
discussed. Some interesting developmental trends emerged which are worth studying 
more deeply, such as the increase of Fantasy talk in NPT around age 2;9 and differences 
in child elaboration in NPT Past and NPT Know.  It is clear that all potential precursors 
found in this (multiple) case study and all general findings on development need to be 
investigated in large-scale studies. The present study draws attention to child factors 
relating to later narrative ability. Most previous research focused on parental factors 
influencing narrative skills. However, child factors may be equally important. Future 
research has to further explore the potential precursors that were suggested by this 
study. Moreover narrative ability has further to be considered as a multilevel concept. 
The three components delivered complementary information on what narrative ability 
at age seven involves. In further research on narrative ability all three components, 
narrative productivity, narrative story structure and narrative complex language, need to be 
explored. This has not been done to date. Moreover, this study showed different results 
for narratives in elicited tasks and in spontaneously produced daily interaction. More 
research is needed to compare narrative ability in spontaneous and elicited narratives. 
The position of narrative ability and its precursors in the school curriculum and in early 
education needs to be considered in the light of these findings. To date the acquisition 
of narrative skills and their precursors in NPT have as yet not been recognized as ‘core 
objectives’. This study suggests that a more systematic focus on narrative ability and its 
precursors in NPT in the school curriculum as well as in early education is needed.  To 
conclude, further research should also focus on the developments in NPT as investigated 
in this study in children with suspected SLI, and in bilingual children, in order to gain 
more insights into possible prevention and intervention.
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Samenvatting in het Nederlands (Summary in Dutch)

 Dit onderzoek gaat over de ontwikkeling van vertelvaardigheid bij kinderen. 
Vertelvaardigheid verwijst naar het groeiende vermogen langere teksten te produceren, 
gesproken teksten en geschreven teksten. Het is een belangrijke taalontwikkeling 
tussen vier en twaalf jaar. Op school verschuift de nadruk geleidelijk van het mondeling 
verteld verhaal naar de schriftelijke modaliteit. Het luisteren naar prentenboeken zal 
plaats maken voor begrijpend lezen en het produceren van teksten. Het meten van de 
vertelvaardigheid (= narratieve vaardigheid)  is een gebruikelijke methode geworden om 
gevorderde taalvaardigheid vast te stellen. Gezien het belang van narratieve vaardigheden 
voor de ontwikkeling van kinderen, is het relevant op zoek te gaan naar ontwikkelingen 
in de eerste levensjaren die mogelijk samenhangen met latere vertelvaardigheid. 
Het theoretisch kader van dit onderzoek is gelegen in de ‘pragmatiek van langere, 
samenhangende teksten’ (Ninio & Snow, 1996). De productie van ‘lange tekst’ ontwikkelt 
zich uit de gesprekken tussen kinderen en hun verzorgers. Dit onderzoek analyseert 
gegevens die verkregen zijn uit een dieptestudie naar drie Nederlandse kinderen in twee 
gezinnen, die elke drie maanden op video opgenomen werden in spontane interactie met 
hun ouders.

Eerst volgt er een overzicht van het onderzoek naar voorlopers van vertelvaardigheid 
tot nu toe (Hoofdstuk 2). De definitie van een narratief luidt: taalgebruik rondom een 
bepaald onderwerp, dat zich uitstrekt over verschillende uitingen en/of gespreksbeurten. 
Narratieven zijn onder te verdelen in verschillende genres: de script, de persoonlijke 
belevenis en het fantasie- of verzonnen verhaal. In dit proefschrift hebben we een gelaagde 
visie op narratieve vaardigheid en onderscheiden we drie componenten: narratieve 
productiviteit, narratieve verhaalstructuur en narratieve complexe taal. Bij de zoektocht naar 
potentiële voorlopers van vertelvaardigheid is onderzoek gedaan op de volgende drie 
terreinen. Deze drie staan ook in dit boek centraal: (1) het belang van praten buiten-het-
hier-en-nu, (2) de vaardigheid van kinderen om tijd tot uitdrukking te brengen, en (3) de 
zich ontwikkelende vaardigheid om gesprekken over wat-eerder-gebeurd-is te voeren en 
uit te breiden. 

In ouder-kind interactie ontstaan gesprekken buiten-het-hier-en-nu halverwege het 
tweede levensjaar. Het ontwikkelingsverloop reflecteert de mate van inbedding in de 
context (Ninio & Snow, 1996). Hoe meer een gesprek door de context bepaald wordt, 
of gebaseerd is op een gedeelde aandacht, des te eerder kunnen jonge kinderen aan 
een dergelijk gesprek verbaal deelnemen. Ondanks hun cognitieve en communicatieve 
beperkingen ten aanzien van gespreksdeelname, kunnen kinderen tegen dat zij twee jaar 
zijn toch in alle belangrijke soorten gesprekken participeren. In een studie naar de invloed 
van vroege interacties waarbij veel buiten-het-hier-en-nu werd gesproken, op latere 
vertelvaardigheid, bleek dat naarmate kinderen op de leeftijd 1;8 en 2;8 vaker deelnemen 
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aan gesprekken buiten-het-hier-en-nu, des te beter kunnen zij met vijf jaar persoonlijke 
belevenissen onder woorden brengen (Uccelli, Hemphill Pan & Snow, 2005). Een zelfde 
effect blijkt te bestaan voor het fantasieverhaal (Lange & Carroll, 2003). Deze bevindingen 
duiden erop dat deelname aan gesprekken buiten- het -hier-en-nu in de eerste levensjaren 
een gunstige invloed heeft op vertelvaardigheid met vijf jaar wat betreft het vertellen van 
persoonlijke belevenissen en fantasieverhalen. Wat gesuggereerd wordt is dat naar mate 
ouders hun jonge kinderen meer betrekken in gesprekken buiten-het-hier-en-nu, zij hun 
kinderen de kans geven om te praten over persoonlijke belevenissen, om bedoelingen, 
gevoelens en reacties onder woorden te brengen, en ervaringen van de ene situatie over 
te brengen op de andere situatie. Dit zijn vaardigheden die cruciaal zouden zijn om later 
zelfstandig narratieven te kunnen produceren.

Om een narratief te kunnen produceren is het onder woorden kunnen brengen van 
tijd cruciaal (Berman & Slobin, 1994). Het tijdsaspect in taal kan worden geuit door middel 
van  grammaticale morfemen zoals werkwoordsvervoeging, of door lexicale items zoals 
temporeel/ aspectuele bijwoorden, voegwoorden, en uitdrukkingen (bijvoorbeeld gister, 
later, toen). Nederlandse kinderen gaan op jonge leeftijd al werkwoorden gebruiken, 
zij het dat de meeste kinderuitingen in het begin nog geen werkwoord bevatten. Dit 
gebeurt zelfs nog in de twee-woordfase, na de tweede verjaardag. Met vier jaar hebben 
Nederlandse kinderen de regel verworven dat een zin een werkwoord nodig heeft, 
aangezien zij een werkwoord dan nog maar in minder dan 4% van de verplichte gevallen 
weglaten. Wanneer zij eenmaal werkwoorden produceren, hebben deze vaak de vorm 
van een infinitief (‘hele werkwoord’ mamma helpen). Het gebruik van infinitieven gebeurt 
meestal niet wanneer verwezen wordt naar eerdere gebeurtenissen (Blom, 2008). Als 
kinderen twee zijn beginnen ze werkwoorden te vervoegen, eerst in de tegenwoordige 
tijd enkelvoud (kindje loopt). Vaak gebeurt dit nog parallel aan het gebruik van infinitieven. 
Werkwoordsvervoeging kent een langdurig verwervingsproces. In dezelfde periode dat 
kinderen zich uitdrukken met ‘hele werkwoorden’, beginnen ze ook  voltooid deelwoorden 
te uiten (gepakt). Deze zogenaamde ‘losse voltooid deelwoorden’ staan voor een voltooid 
aspect. Veel van deze vroege ‘losse voltooid deelwoorden’ hebben geen voltooid 
deelwoord-voorvoegsel ge-; het hulpwerkwoord ontbreekt eveneens; het achtervoegsel 
–t or –(e)n) wordt wel uitgedrukt (maakt in plaats van gemaakt). Volgens eerder onderzoek 
naar het Nederlands (De Houwer & Gillis, 1998) komt het gebruik van het hulpwerkwoord 
voor de toekomende tijd zullen onder de vier jaar weinig voor, evenals de verleden tijd, 
bijvoorbeeld  hij maakte en de voltooid verleden tijd, bijvoorbeeld  zij hadden gemaakt. 
kinderen moeten ook temporeel/ aspectuele tekens (in het Engels: TAMs) leren gebruiken. 
Uccelli (2009) vond in haar onderzoek naar driejarige Spaanssprekende kinderen 
aspectuele tekens  zoals AL ter markering van resultaat, en NOG EEN kEER om herhaling 
aan te geven, en zogenaamde ‘opvolging’ zoals TOEN en DAARNA, en WANNEER/ALS ten 
teken van wat direct voorafgaat of gelijktijdigheid. Het gebruik van de verleden tijd om 
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belevenissen te vertellen bleek met 2;9 -2;10 beheerst, terwijl  het aantal verschillende 
TAMs op dat moment ook toegenomen was.

Topic uitbreiding in verleden-tijd-taal (in het Engels: ‘past event talk’) is ook potentieel 
belangrijk voor vertelvaardigheid. Er is aangetoond dat twee- en driejarige kinderen zich 
gebeurtenissen niet kunnen herinneren zonder hulp van buitenaf. De rol van de volwassene 
blijkt cruciaal te zijn. De ervaring van ‘in-herinnering-roepen’ zou er volgens deskundigen 
voor zorgen dat kinderen geholpen worden bij het vaardig worden in productie en begrip 
van narratieven. In de taal van de moeders en kinderen werden kenmerken onderzocht 
met het doel effecten te vinden op de narratieve vaardigheden van de kinderen met 5;10 
jaar (Reese, 1995). De hoeveelheid verleden-tijd-taal in interacties met drie en vier jaar 
oude kinderen was een sterke voorspeller van narratieve vaardigheid met vijf jaar. Ook 
een grotere deelname aan gesprekken door de kinderen, ontpopte zich als een positieve 
voorspeller van later gedrag, met name hun verhaalbegrip en verhaalproductie. Voorts 
bleek dat de stijl die ouders hanteren bij het in herinnering roepen van gebeurtenissen, 
zich verhoudt tot wat kinderen zich over die gebeurtenissen herinneren (Fivush, Haden 
& Reese, 2006). kinderen van ouders met een hoog-elaboratieve stijl herinnerden zich 
persoonlijke voorvallen beter dan kinderen van ouders met een laag-elaboratieve stijl in 
gesprekken, en een hoog-elaboratieve stijl van memoriseren blijkt een faciliterend effect 
te hebben op de vertelvaardigheid. 

Op grond van literatuuroverzicht concludeerden we dat er geen consensus 
bestaat over de definitie van ‘taal buiten-het-hier-en-nu.’ Daarom moesten we deze in 
dit onderzoek  herdefiniëren. Ook kwam naar voren dat de onderzoekers zich in hun 
interpretatie van narratieve vaardigheid tot nu toe beperkt hadden tot aandacht voor 
slechts één component. Het huidige onderzoek richt zich op drie componenten: narratieve 
productiviteit, narratieve verhaal structuur en narratieve complexe taal. Bovendien blijkt 
dat er nog maar weinig bekend is over vertelvaardigheid  in spontaan taalgebruik. In 
het onderhavige onderzoek worden zowel uitgelokte narratieven als narratieven in de 
spontane taal systematisch onderzocht op de drie componenten. Doel is om voorlopers 
van narratieve vaardigheid op het spoor te komen in het  vroege taalgebruik buiten-
het-hier-en-nu. De drie potentiële voorlopers worden verkend in drie afzonderlijke 
hoofdstukken en onderzocht op basis van de volgende algemene onderzoeksvragen:

1. Wat is de relatie tussen taal-buiten-het –hier-en –nu en latere vertelvaardigheid? 
(Hoofdstuk 5).

2. Wat is de relatie tussen de vroege ontwikkeling van tijdsmarkering in taal-
buiten-het –hier-en –nu en latere vertelvaardigheid? (Hoofdstuk 6).

3. Wat is de relatie tussen elaboratie in taalgebruik buiten-het–hier-en–nu en 
latere vertelvaardigheid ? (Hoofdstuk 7).
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De proefpersonen in deze studie zijn drie oudste kinderen, monolinguaal Nederlands, 
Hazel, Floor en Stijn geheten, afkomstig uit twee gezinnen, met vergelijkbare middle-
class achtergrond (Hoofdstuk 3). Hazel en Floor zijn een op tijd geboren niet-identieke 
tweeling. Alle drie kinderen zijn tien jaar lang gevolgd, vanaf de leeftijd van 3 maanden 
tot tien jaar, in normale dagelijkse interactie met hun ouders. Elke drie maanden werd 
er thuis een video-opname gemaakt van één à twee uur. Ze werden thuis gefilmd in 
dagelijkse situaties. Aangezien gesprekken buiten-het-hier-en-nu omstreeks de tweede 
verjaardag beginnen en een enorme ontwikkeling doormaken in het derde jaar, is 
besloten om het onderzoek te starten met 1;9 en tot 3;9 door te gaan. De opnamen zijn 
geanalyseerd met een tussenpoos van drie maanden tot aan 3;3 jaar, daarna met een 
tussenpoos van zes maanden, waardoor in totaal zeven opnames per gezin geanalyseerd 
zijn. Alle interactie-segmenten met taalgebruik -buiten-het-hier-en-nu (TBN; in het Engels: 
NPT: nonpresent talk) zijn opgespoord, waarbij de definitie van TBN is: een gesprek over 
één bepaald onderwerp in de sociale interactie tussen twee of meer deelnemers dat 
verwijst naar het-niet-hier-en-nu, of daar commentaar op geeft. Zo’n TBN-gesprek kan 
gaan over: (1) voorbije gebeurtenissen, (2) toekomstige gebeurtenissen, (3) fantasie, en/
of (4) andere, niet-waarneembare,  gedachten, gevoelens, voor- en afkeuren (inzake eten 
bijvoorbeeld). De TBN segmenten zijn orthografisch uitgeschreven. Ieder segment is 
gecodeerd op bron (nummer, kind, leeftijd) en op lengte van de opname (in minuten en 
seconden). Om de kinderen op hun globale taalniveau met elkaar te kunnen vergelijken 
en tevens met hun leeftijdgenoten, zijn er taaltesten afgenomen toen de kinderen 4;3 en 
7;0 jaar waren. Met 4;3 jaar werden twee woordenschattesten van de TAK afgenomen en 
werd de sociale taalvaardigheid onderzocht aan de hand van een leerkracht-vragenlijst. 
Met 7;0 jaar werden er subtesten van de Renfrew taalschalen (Nederlandse aanpassing) 
afgenomen. Er werden twee narratieve testen geselecteerd om de vertelvaardigheid 
met zeven jaar te meten: een verhaal-productietest, het kikker-verhaal, en een verhaal-
reproductietest, Renfew’s Bus- verhaal. Ook werden spontaan vertelde narratieven 
geanalyseerd. Het globale taalniveau van de drie kinderen op vier- en zevenjarige leeftijd 
en hun vertelvaardigheid met zeven jaar moesten vastgesteld worden als baseline voor 
de verkenning van de voorlopers en om de vinger te kunnen leggen op overeenkomsten 
en verschillen tussen de drie kinderen (Hoofdstuk 4). Met 4;3 scoorden alle drie kinderen 
gemiddeld of bovengemiddeld in vergelijking met hun leeftijdgenoten op de passieve en 
de actieve woordenschat zoals gemeten door de TAK. Op sociale taalvaardigheid in de klas 
scoorden alle drie ‘hoog’ of ‘tamelijk hoog’ in de ogen van hun leerkracht. In vergelijking 
tot elkaar blonk Hazel uit op passieve woordenschat, Stijn op actieve woordenschat en op 
sociale taalvaardigheid. Met precies zeven jaar hadden alle drie kinderen een gemiddelde 
score op hun actieve woordenschat, in vergelijking met Nederlandse kinderen tussen de 
7;0 en 7;6 jaar oud. Op de APT die specifiek woordgebruik en grammaticale structuren 
meet, scoorde Hazel in vergelijking met haar leeftijdgenootjes heel hoog, Floor en Stijn 
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scoorden gemiddeld. Vergelijken we hen onderling dan scoorde Hazel het hoogst op 
grammatica en specifieke woordenschat en Stijn het hoogst op actieve woordenschat, 
zoals hij dat op vierjarige leeftijd ook had laten zien. Op verhaalproductie, gemeten met 
de kikker-verhaal test, scoorden de drie kinderen eveneens zoals hun leeftijdgenoten, 
waarbij Hazel het beste presteerde op narratieve productiviteit en ook op narratieve 
complexe taal, Floor was de beste op narratieve verhaalstructuur. Bij het navertellen 
van een verhaal, zoals gemeten door het Bus-verhaal, eindigde Stijn als hoogste op 
narratieve productiviteit, en Hazel was opnieuw de beste op narratieve complexe taal. Bij 
vertelvaardigheid gemeten in spontane narratieven kwam Stijn als hoogste uit de bus 
op narratieve productiviteit en Floor als beste op narratieve verhaalstructuur evenals op 
narratieve complexe taal. Voor de drie componenten van vertelvaardigheid kunnen we 
een rangorde vaststellen. Stijn is het hoogst gerangschikt op narratieve productiviteit. 
Dit is te danken aan het feit dat hij in spontaan taalgebruik de meeste en de langste 
narratieven heeft en ook het hoogste scoorde in een van de twee verteltaken. Floor staat 
bovenaan voor narratieve verhaalstructuur; zij blonk uit in het aan de luisteraar vertellen 
van een helder en coherent verhaal. Hazel eindigt als eerste op het gebruik van narratieve 
complexe taal. De potentiële voorlopers die in de volgende hoofdstukken onder de loep 
worden genomen, zijn gerelateerd aan deze kenmerken van de drie kinderen.

Bij het onderzoek naar hoe TBN zich bij de  kinderen ontwikkelt en hoe zich dit 
verhoudt tot hun vertelvaardigheid met zeven jaar (Hoofdstuk 5) zijn er trends geldend 
voor alle  drie kinderen beschreven, is er gekeken naar variatie tussen de twee gezinnen, 
evenals naar individuele verschillen tussen de kinderen onderling. De specifieke 
onderzoeksvragen in dit hoofdstuk waren gericht op: (a) de mate waarin TBN in frequentie 
toeneemt, (b) de frequentie gerelateerd aan specifieke situaties, (c) het vermogen van een 
kind om TBN te initiëren, en (d) hoe individuele verschillen in de ontwikkeling van TBN 
gerelateerd zijn aan vertelvaardigheid met zeven jaar. Voor TBN werd een zeer gedetailleerd 
coderingsschema ontwikkeld. Praten over Voorbije gebeurtenissen en praten over 
Toekomstige gebeurtenissen werden elk weer onderverdeeld in vier subcategorieën naar 
gelang de mate van afstand van ‘het nu’, het huidige spreekmoment. Fantasie-taal werd 
verdeeld in drie subcategorieën, terwijl TBN Rest werd verdeeld in vier subcategorieën, 
alle soorten TBN beslaand die noch ‘verleden’ noch ‘toekomend’ of fantasie betrof. Naar 
bleek was de totale hoeveelheid TBN met 3;9 nauwelijks toegenomen in vergelijking met 
1;9. Met 2;9 jaar kwam echter de meeste TBN voor, wat weer afgenomen was met 3;9. 
Omgerekend naar de kinderen individueel bleek Stijn het meest frequent betrokken 
in TBN, daarna Hazel en dan Floor. Een gedetailleerder beeld van de ontwikkeling van 
TBN ontstaat er als we de (sub)categorieën van TBN erbij betrekken. Gerekend over de 
onderzochte periode van twee jaar blijkt TBN Rest de grootste categorie, direct gevolgd 
door TBN Verleden. TBN Toekomend en TBN Fantasie zijn beide kleinere categorieën, 
wat betekent dat tussen 1;9 en 3;9 jaar praten over dingen die eerder gebeurd zijn veel 
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vaker voorkomt dan praten over gebeurtenissen die nog komen gaan of over Fantasie-
taal. Opvallend is hoe vanaf 1;9 jaar de referentie aan de tijd zich geleidelijk verwijdert van 
het hier-en-nu. Met 1;9 jaar beperkten zich de besproken voorbije gebeurtenissen tot het 
recente verleden, met 2;9 ook tot wat er de afgelopen week gebeurd was, en met 3;9 jaar 
werd er ook gepraat over wat er meer dan zes maanden geleden had plaats gevonden. 
Een dergelijke trend geldt ook voor TBN Toekomend, zij het dat deze gesprekken op een 
later tijdstip beginnen. Tot aan 2;9 gaan alle gesprekken over de ‘nabije toekomst’, dicht 
tegen het hier-en-nu aan. Gesprekken over gebeurtenissen in de toekomst nemen vanaf 
2;9 jaar toe, waarbij ook gebeurtenissen besproken werden die in de komende weken, 
zelfs maanden zouden gaan plaats vinden. Vanaf 2;6 jaar neemt Fantasie-taal toe, op 
2;9 is die op z’n hoogst. Dit geldt voor de twee gezinnen, maar in het gezin van Stijn is 
relatief meer fantasie-taal dan in  het Hazel-Floor gezin. Dat fantasie-taal zo toeneemt 
is te danken aan de toename van  ‘symbolisch spel’ en ‘rollenspel’. De categorie TBN 
Rest is groot en gevarieerd. De subcategorieën wisselen afhankelijk van de leeftijd. De 
subcategorie Praten over kennis & geheugen is de enige subcategorie die zich op alle 
tijdstippen voordoet, en die vooral vanaf 2;6 steeds frequent optreedt. Naar bleek komt 
de meeste TBN voor in één bepaalde type situatie, namelijk bij elkaar zijn om te eten en 
te drinken. Tot deze situatie behoren maaltijden, maar ook het koffiedrinken ‘s morgens, 
theedrinken ’s middags en tussendoortjes. De families scoorden in de meeste situaties 
overeenkomstig,  maar het gezin van Stijn telde relatief meer ouder-kind activiteiten 
terwijl Hazel en Floor zich meer in speelsituaties bevonden tijdens TBN, wat betekent dat 
in welk situaties TBN voorkomt kan afhangen van de voorkeur van een bepaald gezin. In 
de familie van Hazel en Floor worden er tot 2;6 jaar meer initiatieven tot TBN genomen 
door de volwassenen dan door de kinderen. Echter na 2;6 nemen Hazel en Floor relatief 
meer initiatieven dan hun ouders. Deze omslag zien we niet in de familie van Stijn, hoewel 
ook daar het percentage ouder-initiatieven geleidelijk daalt. Interessant is dat ook kind-
voorkeuren mogelijk een rol spelen. Hazel en Floor nemen vooral initiatief in gesprekken 
over dingen die gebeurd zijn en over kennis. Stijn initieert meer in Fantasie-taal en bij 
het navertellen van verhalen. Wanneer de drie kinderen met elkaar vergeleken worden, 
blijkt Hazel veel meer initiatieven tot TBN te nemen dan Floor, en ook meer dan Stijn. 
Conclusie: Stijn heeft vaker TBN gesprekken maar Hazel neemt de meeste initiatieven tot 
die TBN-gesprekken. Op grond van de literatuur was er een relatie tussen betrokkenheid 
in TBN en latere vertelvaardigheid voorspeld. In de huidige studie lijkt de relatie zich te 
beperken tot één component van vertelvaardigheid, narratieve productiviteit. Als een kind 
initiatief neemt in ouder-kind interactie, te beginnen in het eerste levensjaar, is dit een 
teken van snelle taalontwikkeling. De uitkomsten van ons onderzoek ondersteunen deze 
bevindingen. In dit boek blinkt het kind dat het hoogste scoorde op initiatiefname in TBN 
tussen 1;9 en 3;9,  met zeven jaar uit op één component van vertelvaardigheid, narratieve 
complexe taal. Deze bevindingen suggereren twee kandidaat-voorlopers van latere 
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vertelvaardigheid: de mate van betrokkenheid in TBN en het vermogen van een kind tot 
initiatiefname van TBN; beide lijken met zeven jaar echter gerelateerd aan verschillende 
componenten van vertelvaardigheid.

Temporaliteit (=uitdrukking van tijd in de taal) is gemeten door middel van de 
variabelen: werkwoordsgebruik, vervoeging van werkwoorden en temporeel/ aspectuele 
tekens (TAMs) (Hoofdstuk 6). Om de rol van ouders in de verwachte variatie te kunnen 
bepalen, is het gebruik van werkwoordstijden en hun productie van TAMs in TBN ook 
nagegaan. Bij alle drie de kinderen nam het percentage uitingen met een werkwoord in 
relatie tot hun totale aantal uitingen enorm toe, het meest tussen 1;9 en 2;9. Het aantal 
pragmatisch aanvaardbare werkwoordsloze kind-uitingen nam zoals verwacht af. Stijn 
liet wat dit betreft een ietwat ander patroon zien dan de meisjes. De tweede maat voor 
werkwoordsgebruik, ‘de relatie werkwoorden in verhouding tot alle geuite woorden’ nam 
na 1;9 substantieel af. Stijn had in vergelijking met de meisjes op alle meetpunten een 
lager percentage werkwoorden. Ondanks het verwachte algemene ontwikkelingspatroon 
van toenemend werkwoordsgebruik, was er aanzienlijke individuele variatie tussen de 
drie kinderen. Stijn ging door met het uiten van meer werkwoordsloze uitingen in de 
categorie pragmatisch aanvaardbaar en zijn percentage werkwoorden in verhouding 
tot alle geuite woorden was lager dan bij de meisjes. Wat betreft werkwoordgebruik 
als maat voor de ontwikkeling van temporaliteit is de conclusie, dat bekeken over een 
periode van twee jaar, de twee meisjes zich  sneller ontwikkelden dan de jongen. Voor 
werkwoordstijden blijkt dat de vijf onderzochte tijden verschijnen in de loop van de 
gevolgde twee jaar. De verschijningsvolgorde in TBN komt overeen met de volgorde 
zoals eerder beschreven voor het Nederlands. De uitkomsten bevestigen echter niet 
eerdere bevindingen dat in het Nederlands de verleden tijd en de voltooid verleden tijd 
zelden voorkomen bij kinderen onder de vier. Tussen 2;6 en 3;9 jaar ontwikkelden alle 
drie kinderen hun vaardigheid om werkwoordstijden te gebruiken en gingen zij vooruit 
in het produceren van de correcte vorm ervan. Met 2;9 jaar was Floor de eerste die alle 
verledentijdsvormen correct uitte. Hazel bereikte 100% correctheid met 3;9. Stijn had het 
verwervingscriterium  toen nog niet bereikt. Wanneer we, samenvattend, de kinderen 
rangschikken op deze maat van temporaliteit, is Hazel de snelste in het spontane gebruik 
van de verschillende tijden. Floor is de snelste in het gebruik van de correcte vorm voor 
het gebruik van de verleden tijd, en Stijn is de langzaamste. Om de rol van de ouders 
in het gebruik van tijden te bepalen, werden alle ouderuitingen geanalyseerd op het 
voorkomen van werkwoordsloze uitingen en het gebruik van werkwoordstijden. Het 
percentage gebruikte werkwoordstijden in TBN steeg in de loop van de twee jaar, en 
het aantal werkwoordsloze uitingen van de ouders daalde. Over het algemeen blijkt het 
gebruik van de tegenwoordige tijd  het meest voor te komen in TBN, in beide gezinnen 
en op alle meetpunten. Daarna volgt  de ‘verleden tijd’. Bij de ouders nam het gebruik 
van de ‘voltooid tegenwoordige tijd’ en de ‘voltooid verleden tijd’ duidelijk toe, wat duidt 
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op een groeiende betrokkenheid in temporaliteit tussen 1;9 en 3;9. Bij de kinderen 
ontwikkelde de TAMs zich tot 2;6 maanden langzaam in termen van variëteit van de vijf 
onderscheiden typen tekens. De verschijningsvolgorde van de verschillende typen TAMs 
bij de kinderen was: eerst ‘aspectuele tekens’ and ‘temporele bijwoorden’ (van 1;9 -2;9), 
dan ‘temporele tekens van anterioriteit, posterioriteit en simultaniteit’ (van 2;9 – 3;9) en 
tenslotte ‘opvolging’ en ‘langere uitdrukkingen van tijd’ (met 3;9). Vanaf 2;9 beschikken 
de kinderen in feite over de middelen om gebeurtenissen te plaatsen in de tijd. In 
vergelijking met het onderzoek naar Spaanse kinderen (Uccelli 2009) vonden we in het 
huidige onderzoek dezelfde typen. In ons onderzoek zagen we met 3;9 het ontstaan van 
‘langere uitdrukkingen van verwijzing naar tijd’, zoals toen Hazel en Floor nog klein waren. 
Wat betreft de productie van TAMs door de ouders is het opvallend dat met 2;0 jaar, negen 
maanden voordat de kinderen voor de eerste keer temporele tekens produceerden, deze 
werden geïntroduceerd door de ouders. Vanaf 2;3 jaar werden de kinderen blootgesteld 
aan steeds specifiekere typen temporele bijwoorden. Door de kinderen werden deze zelf 
geuit met 3;9 jaar. Het is duidelijk dat het aanbod door de ouders van de verschillende 
typen tekens, enkele maanden voor loopt op de productie door de kinderen. Wanneer de 
kinderen gerangschikt worden op temporaliteit, komen Hazel en Floor aardig overeen, 
en scoort Stijn als laatste op alle maten van temporaliteit, uitgezonderd ‘het gebruik van 
langere uitdrukkingen’. Op basis van de literatuur was er een relatie voorspeld tussen 
temporaliteit in TBN in de periode 1;9 – 3;9 en latere vertelvaardigheid. De resultaten van 
de huidige analyse ondersteunen deze bevindingen. Hazel’s relatief snelle ontwikkeling 
op het gebied van werkwoordgebruik en het gebruik van tijden kan gelinkt worden aan 
haar hoge scores met zeven jaar op narratieve complexe taal. De conclusie is dat zich 
hiermee een derde kandidaat-voorloper van latere vertelvaardigheid  aandient. De 
ontwikkeling van een kind op temporaliteit in TBN is mogelijk gerelateerd aan complexe 
taal in narratieven.

De zoektocht naar voorlopers van vertelvaardigheid richtte zich ook op een derde 
potentiële voorloper: topic elaboratie (Hoofdstuk 7). Deze elaboratie is onderzocht door 
naar elaboratie bij zowel ouders te kijken als bij kinderen. De data tussen de leeftijd 1;9 
-3;9 werden onderzocht, een periode van 18 maanden in plaats van de 24 maanden in de 
hoofdstukken 5 en 6. Ten einde het concept ‘past event talk’ (Reese 1995) te benaderen, 
werden zowel de categorie TBN Verleden als de subcategorie TBN Kennis geanalyseerd. 
Deze zijn apart geanalyseerd om mogelijke verschillen tussen deze twee (sub)categorieën 
te kunnen onderzoeken. TBN is bijeen genomen en er is geen onderscheid gemaakt 
tussen recent verleden en verder verleden. TBN Kennis is gedefinieerd als TBN waarin 
informatie wordt uitgewisseld betreffende kennis van de wereld. Voor de meting van 
elaboratie door de ouders zijn twee analyses uitgevoerd: ‘open vragen versus ja-nee 
vragen’(Sparks & Reese, 2013) en een analyse van elaboratie geoperationaliseerd as ‘topic 
extensie’(Reese, 1995). Voor kind-elaboratie in TBN Verleden en TBN Kennis werd een 
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analyseschema ontworpen waarin alle mogelijke typen kind-bijdragen zijn opgenomen 
die in de TBN van dit onderzoek voorkomen. Een vierpuntschaal werd toegepast, van 
een minimale bijdrage aan het gesprek, zoals wijzen als non-verbale bijdrage (fase 1), 
via minimale reacties zoals ja-nee antwoorden (fase 2) tot verbale reacties in antwoord 
op het onderwerp van gesprek (fase 3), tot aan de uiteindelijke vaardigheid om uit eigen 
beweging het lopende gesprek uit te breiden (fase 4). Wat betreft de ratio open vragen en 
ja/nee-vragen in relatie tot het totale aantal ouderuitingen, hadden beide families relatief 
meer ja/nee-vragen dan open vragen, vooral op de jongere leeftijden. Dit gold zowel TBN 
Verleden als TBN kennis. Een verklaring voor de relatief hoge hoeveeheid ja/nee-vragen 
in vergelijking met de literatuur, is gelegen in de leeftijd van de kinderen, want zij zijn 
jonger dan in de literatuur beschreven.  De conclusie is dat de ‘ratio open vragen versus 
ja/nee-vragen’ voor deze leeftijdsgroep geen geschikte maat is om ouder-elaboratie vast 
te stellen. Ouder-elaboratie gemeten als ‘topic uitbreiding’, de tweede maat, bleek hoger 
te zijn in de Stijn-familie dan in de familie van Hazel en Floor. Analyse van TBN participatie 
door de kinderen, levert grote verschillen op. Stijn’s hoeveelheid bijdragen per uur is vier 
keer zo hoog als Floor’s bijdragen en meer dan twee keer die van Hazel. De meeste TBN 
vindt plaats in de familie van Stijn en Stijn heeft ook het hoogste aantal bijdragen. Tussen 
1;9 en 3;3 dragen de kinderen steeds vaker bij aan TBN door op de lopende conversatie 
met een adequate verbale bijdrage te reageren (fase 3) en door uitbreiding door zelf 
nieuwe informatie toe te voegen (fase 4). De percentages op deze laatste categorie 
varieerden tussen de 9,8% en 28,7%. Floor had de hoogste elaboratie-score, en dit 
betekent, dat, hoewel Floor niet vaak deelneemt aan gesprekken over TBN Verleden, de 
kwaliteit van haar bijdrage hoog is. Ze scoort het hoogst op fase 4. Bij rangschikking van 
de kinderen op de hoeveelheid bijdragen per uur in TBN, scoort Stijn duidelijk het hoogst. 
Rangschikken we hen op topic elaboratie (fase 4), dan komt Floor als eerste uit de bus. Op 
basis van eerder onderzoek was de verwachting dat de ouders die het meest elaboratief 
waren kinderen zouden hebben met de hoogste vertelvaardigheid met zeven jaar. Deze 
verwachtingen zijn slechts gedeeltelijk uitgekomen. Stijn’s ouders breidden het meeste 
uit in TBN en inderdaad had Stijn de hoogste score op narratieve productiviteit in spontane 
taal. De verwachting dat het absolute aantal uitbreidingen van de kant van de ouders 
samenhangt met het aantal kind-uitbreidingen is uitgekomen. Zowel Stijn als zijn ouders 
hadden de hoogste aantallen. Een andere verwachting wat betreft de ouders kwam niet 
uit: Floor was nummer één op narratieve verhaalstructuur maar haar ouders hadden 
niet de meeste topic uitbreidingen. Wat betreft de kindfactoren, op basis van eerder 
onderzoek was de verwachting dat het kind dat meer uitbreidt in TBN met zeven jaar 
een hogere vertelvaardigheid zou hebben op de componenten narratieve productiviteit 
en narratieve verhaalstructuur. En opnieuw kwamen deze verwachtingen slechts voor 
een deel uit. Floor had de hoogste elaboratie-score in TBN en ze scoorde met zeven jaar 
het hoogste op narratieve verhaalstructuur. De hypothese dat het kind met de hoogste 
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elaboratie-score met zeven jaar het beste zal zijn in narratieve complexe taal, werd niet 
bevestigd. Dit alles betekent dat er een vierde en vijfde kandidaat voorloper van latere 
vertelvaardigheid in zicht komen: ouders die veel uitbreiden in TBN hebben kinderen met 
een hoge narratieve productiviteit. En een hoge kind-elaboratie-score in TBN is gerelateerd 
aan latere narratieve verhaalstructuur.

Hoofdstuk 8 bevat een samenvatting van de resultaten en een beschouwing over 
implicaties. Er zijn interessante ontwikkelingen naar voren gekomen die vragen om 
nader onderzoek, zoals de toename van fantasie-gesprekken  in TBN rond 2;9 jaar en 
verschillen in kind-elaboratie in gesprekken over voorbije gebeurtenissen (TBN Verleden) 
en over kennis en geheugen (TBN kennis). Het zal duidelijk zijn, dat alle potentiële 
voorlopers die in deze (meervoudige) case-studie naar voren zijn gekomen en alle 
besproken ontwikkelingstrends nader onderzocht moeten worden in grootschaliger 
onderzoek. Het hier gepresenteerde onderzoek vestigt de aandacht op kind-factoren in 
relatie tot latere vertelvaardigheid. Eerder onderzoek heeft vooral gewezen op ouder-
factoren die van invloed zijn op vertelvaardigheid. Kind-factoren kunnen wel eens even 
belangrijk zijn. Toekomstig onderzoek moet de potentiële voorlopers die hier naar 
voren zijn gekomen nader uitdiepen. Vertelvaardigheid kan vanaf nu beter beschouwd 
worden als een gelaagd concept. De drie componenten leverden complementaire 
informatie over wat vertelvaardigheid op zevenjarige leeftijd omvat. Voortaan zou er in 
onderzoek naar vertelvaardigheid aandacht moeten zijn voor alle drie de componenten: 
narratieve productiviteit, narratieve verhaalstructuur en narratieve complexe taal. Dit is tot 
nu toe niet gebeurd. Deze studie liet ook verschillende resultaten zien voor narratieven 
in uitlokkingstesten en in spontaan geuite dagelijkse interactie. Er is meer onderzoek nodig 
om vertelvaardigheid in spontane en in uitgelokte narratieven goed te kunnen vergelijken. 
De positie van vertelvaardigheid en voorlopers  in zowel het schoolcurriculum als in de 
voorschoolse educatie moet overwogen worden in het licht van de gepresenteerde 
bevindingen. Tot op heden worden de verwerving van narratieve vaardigheden en 
de voorlopers in TBN niet gezien als ‘kerndoelen voor het onderwijs’. Dit onderzoek 
vraagt om meer gerichte aandacht voor vertelvaardigheid en voorlopers in TBN in het 
schoolcurriculum en in de vroege opvang. Verder onderzoek, tenslotte, zou zich eveneens 
moeten richten op ontwikkelingen in TBN zoals hier onderzocht, bij kinderen waarbij een 
specifieke taalstoornis wordt verwacht (in het Engels: Specific Language Impairment), 
en bij kinderen die tweetalig opgroeien, ten einde inzichten te verkrijgen in mogelijke 
preventie en interventie.
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