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This article presents the developmental continuum of children’s
storytelling skills and provides examples at each of the five levels
(adapted from Applebee, 1978): labeling, listing, connecting,
sequencing and narrating. The examples are taken from a study of
14 preschoolers with and without speech and language
impairments. The authors connect these important narrative skills
to the development of communication, literacy and cognition.
Strategies to facilitate development from one level to another are
described. These strategies can easily be embedded within
naturalistic contexts such as dialogue, reading, and play, as well as
adult-directed activities.

Early Childhood Education Journal, Vol. 33, No. 2, October 2005 (© 2005)

DOI: 10.1007/510643-005-0024-4

Supporting the Narrative Development of Young Children

Marie A, Stadler’ and Gay Cuming Ward'?

This article presents the developmental continuum of children’s storytelling skills and provides
examples at each of five levels: labeling, listing, connecting, sequencing and narrating. The
authors connect these developing narrative skills to communication, literacy and cognition.
Strategies to facilitate development from one level to another are described.
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Children develop language skills from birth as they
participate in interactions with other, more mature
language users. These interactions teach children
about the meaning, structure, and use of language,
which is typically expressed in a conversational for-
mat. Beginning at about the age of 3 or 4 years,
children begin using another language format—sto-
rytelling. These narrative skills develop over time and
are valuable for three reasons. First, narratives are a
useful tool for the development of oral language
(Morrow, 1985). Second, narratives are thought to
form a bridge to literacy (Hedberg & Westby, 1993)
and predict academic success (Bishop & Edmundson,
1987). Third, there is evidence that narratives are
related to conceptual development (Applebee, 1978;
Vygotsky, 1962).

Research supports using narratives as an effec-
tive format for the facilitation of oral language skills
because stories require more complex language than
that needed for daily conversations. In order to de-
scribe an event to a listener who did not share in that
event, the storyteller must use explicit vocabulary, be
extremely clear with pronouns, and have a command
of temporal connectives such as “when,” “so,” and
“while.” Narratives provide opportunities for chil-
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dren to develop this higher level of language before
they become readers.

Oral narratives are an important link to literacy.
Hedburg and Westby (1993) described this bridge in
terms of topics and functions. The topics of conver-
sations tend to revolve around familiar and immediate
experiences, whereas literate topics are more abstract
and occur in the past. Narratives serve as a transition
with familiar, but past topics. So too, narratives often
assist children in moving from the sharing function of
conversations to the teaching function of written lan-
guage by imparting lessons based on one’s experiences.
Oral narratives have been linked to school success re-
flected in emergent literacy (McCabe & Rollins, 1994)
and reading studies (de Hirsch, Jansky, & Langford,
1966; Feagans & Applebaum, 1986).

Applebee (1978) described narratives as related
to a child’s development of concepts. This presents us
with a connection between language and cognition
reminiscent of Vygotsky (1978). In order to tell a
good story, children must have knowledge of the
following concepts: temporal and cause-effect rela-
tionships and theory of the mind (knowing that
others can think and feel differently than we do).
Westby (1991) made a similar observation noting that
the narrative form facilitates the use of language to
monitor and reflect on experiences and reason about,
plan, and predict experiences.

Narrative content and structure are greatly
influenced by culture (Bloome, Champion, Katz,
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