
There are few things more fascinating 
for a parent of a young child than 
listening to that child regaling a 

story in all its wide-eyed wondrousness. 
However, we underestimate the intricate 
interplay of cognitive and linguistic 
capabilities necessary for a child to 

for 15 years. Dr Spencer is a behaviour 
analyst and associate professor in the 
Department of Child and Family Studies 
at the University of South Florida and 
has a particular interest in literacy and 
early childhood special education. Her 
work overlaps with that of Dr Petersen, 
a professor in the Department of 
Communication Disorders at Brigham 
Young University in Utah. Petersen is a 
speech-language pathologist, or SLP, 
and as such diagnoses and treats people 
with communication problems. Together, 
Spencer and Petersen have combined 
their expertise and research to provide 
clear guidelines for educators and SLPs 
using narrative interventions.
 
STORYTELLING – NOT SO SIMPLE
For a story to be a story, as opposed to 
a disconnected stream of sentences, it 
must have narrative structure – causal 
and time-related components that follow 
a specific sequence. Despite differences 
in storytelling styles across cultures, 
most stories have a similar ‘formula’: a 

When children’s 
storytelling says 
so much more

We take for granted that our 
children tell stories. But what if 
they can’t? Oral storytelling is 
a bridge to literacy, yet many 
children do not develop this skill 
naturally. Research has shown 
that narrative skill at school entry 
predicts writing and reading 
comprehension up to ten years 
later. Narrative intervention is a 
form of language therapy and a 
classroom instructional approach 
that leverages personally 
and culturally relevant oral 
storytelling to promote school 
success. Drs Trina Spencer and 
Douglas Petersen in the US have 
developed ten principles of 
narrative intervention that can 
help guide practice.

protagonist presented with a challenge 
and the ‘journey’ that protagonist must 
undertake to address that challenge. 
However, simple though the ‘formula’ 
may seem, interwoven throughout 
this narrative structure is the language 
necessary to express it. Effectively telling 
a story to someone unfamiliar with it 
requires complex sentence structures 
to depict imagery and evoke necessary 
emotions, an appropriate expression 
style to keep the audience engaged, and 
sufficient social sensitivity to adjust the 
technique if necessary. This is challenging 
enough for any adult – witness the 
common fear of giving a speech – 
but especially so for children with 
communication difficulties.

According to Spencer and Petersen, 
to be an accomplished storyteller, a 
child must orchestrate simultaneously 
converging processes including attention, 
cognition, memory, inferencing, and 
the necessary receptive and expressive 
language. Receptive language is the 
ability to understand information, while 
expressive language refers to the way we 
use language to express ourselves. As 
such, a child’s ability, or inability, to tell a 
story has considerable influence on their 
success in life. Children’s narrative abilities 
are good indicators of their listening and 
reading comprehension, oral language 
development, vocabulary and writing, 
and thus academic development. So 
inextricably are these linked that research 
has shown that narrative skill at school 
entry predicts reading comprehension 
and writing performance up to ten years 
later. Furthermore, a child’s ability – or not 
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