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Abstract 

This study employed a content analysis approach to review the literature on the assessment of 

narrative competence in preschool children, focusing on evaluation dimensions, reliability, and 

validity. The findings reveal that narrative competence assessment primarily revolves around 

macrostructure and microstructure analyses. Macrostructure analysis emphasizes story grammar and 

plot coherence, while microstructure analysis examines lexical diversity, syntactic complexity, and 

productivity. Reliability is predominantly reported through inter-rater reliability metrics, with limited 

exploration of test-retest reliability or internal consistency. Validity evidence, such as convergent 

and discriminant validity, highlights the multidimensional nature of narrative competence and its 

close associations with skills like vocabulary and higher-order cognitive functions. This study 

underscores the importance of developing reliable and culturally inclusive tools for assessing narrative 

competence, providing a theoretical foundation for future research and practice in early childhood 

education. 
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Introduction 
 

Narrative competence, a key component of early literacy skills, plays a crucial role in child 

psychology, linguistics, and education. Narrative competence encompasses a child’s ability to 

recount experiences or events in a coherent and logical sequence (Bowles et al., 2020). It is 

essential for language development, supporting vocabulary expansion, sentence structure 

acquisition, and the advanced language skills required for reading and writing (Grolig, 2020). 
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Moreover, narrative skills are strong predictors of future academic performance and play a 

crucial role in social development (Ralli et al., 2021). 

Despite their significance, systematic reviews on the assessment of narrative 

competence, particularly in preschool children who predominantly produce oral narratives due 

to limited writing skills, remain scarce (Pinto et al., 2019). The diversity in research subjects, 

methods, and disciplinary perspectives further underscores the need for a comprehensive 

analysis to address these gaps and advance the field. 

This study aims to conduct a systematic analysis of the literature on preschool children's 

narrative competence using the WOS database. The study addresses the following research 

questions, what are the main components and dimensions of assessing preschool children's 

narrative competence? And how can the reliability and validity of assessments of preschool 

children's narrative competence be ensured? 

 

Literature Review 
 

Narrative Dimensions 

 

Common types of narratives in children include personal experience narratives and fictional 

imaginative narratives. Analysing children's narratives can effectively diagnose their language 

development levels, as it involves linguistic information and examination of language skills 

such as semantics, grammar, pragmatics, and working memory. Additionally, it evaluates their 

social understanding abilities (Sun et al., 2024)Currently, there is no standardized approach to 

studying narrative competence, which allows researchers to explore it from multiple 

dimensions. 

 

Macrostructure 

 

Macrostructure refers to the underlying structural features in narratives, focusing on the logical 

relationships within the story (Justice et al., 2006). For children's narratives, the key features of 

macrostructure include background, characters, and plot. Story grammar and plot complexity 

are essential indicators when assessing children's narrative abilities. Story grammar typically 

involves a beginning (setting the scene), middle (initiating event, characters' reactions and 

plans), and end (resolution of events) (Stein & Glenn, 1979). 

Understanding macrostructure helps children comprehend stories more deeply 

(Kendeou et al., 2009) and serves as a tool for assessing reading comprehension in preschoolers 

(Paris & Paris, 2001), emphasizing causal relationships and event representations. 

Two main models for analysing macrostructure are the climax analysis model and the story 

grammar model. 

The Climax Analysis Model (Labov, 1972) is used for personal experience narratives, 

focusing on elements like characters, setting, action, viewpoint, resolution, and coda. It 

categorizes narratives into patterns such as the classic pattern (most complete), ending-at-the-
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highpoint, chronological, leapfrogging, and others, depending on the structure and complexity 

of the events. 

Story Grammar Model (Rumelhart, 1975; Thorndyke, 1977) is used for fictional stories, 

emphasizing the logical consistency of plot and goal-driven problem-solving. A story typically 

includes background, an initiating event, characters’ responses and plans, and the resolution. 

This model guides children in understanding and organizing the elements of a story, helping 

them predict the storyline. 

Both models focus on essential story components—background, events, and 

responses—to determine whether a narrative is well-structured and coherent. Story grammar is 

crucial for creating narratives that can be easily understood, even though more engaging or 

aesthetically pleasing stories might not always score higher if they lack essential structural 

elements. 

 

Microstructure 

 

Microstructure analysis focuses on the finer linguistic features within narrative structures. It 

includes productivity and complexity indicators (Govindarajan & Paradis, 2022). These 

indicators include Mean Length of Utterance (MLU), Mean Length of the Five Longest 

Utterances (MLU5), Total Number of Words (TNW), Total Number of Utterances (TNU), 

Number of Different Words (NDW), Type-Token Ratio (TTR), and Vocabulary Diversity 

(VOCD). 

Language productivity refers to the amount of material generated in a narrative, 

including TNW and TNU. TNW represents the total number of words that clearly convey 

meaning in the narrative sample, while TNU assesses the total number of sentences produced 

in spoken or written language tasks. These two indicators directly reflect the length of the story 

(Hao et al., 2018). 

The Number of Different Words (NDW) is a direct method for measuring the number 

of different words used in a narrative sample and is a commonly used indicator for assessing 

vocabulary diversity. Type-Token Ratio (TTR) (TTR = NDW / TNW) is also an indicator of 

vocabulary diversity but is affected by sample size. To overcome the limitations of TTR, VOCD 

provides a more stable and reliable measurement of vocabulary diversity (Yang et al., 2022). 

Mean Length of Utterance (MLU) is an important indicator for assessing syntactic development 

and complexity ((Xue et al., 2022)). MLU refers to the average number of morphemes in a 

child’s utterances, calculated by MLU = TNW / TNU. Research has found that the Mean Length 

of the Five Longest Utterances (MLU5) is a more effective indicator of children’s grammatical 

development. 

Micro-level analyses provide insights into how children structure their narratives at both 

the macro and micro levels, reflecting their language development, comprehension abilities, 

and overall narrative skills.  

In summary, existing research has explored the assessment methods of children's 

narrative competence from both macrostructure and microstructure perspectives, revealing the 
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multidimensional characteristics and key indicators of narrative competence. The following 

will organize and report the specific dimensions and content of children's narrative. 

 

Materials and Methods Section 
 

Search Strategy 

 

A systematic review was conducted using the WOS database, with synonyms incorporated to 

broaden the search scope without applying expanders. The search targeted key terms related to 

preschool children, narrative competence, and assessment methods, with a focus on studies 

published in English. The search syntax included combinations such as: "preschool children" 

AND "narrative skills" AND ("assessment" OR "evaluation" OR "measurement"). 

 

Selection and Inclusion Criteria 

 

After compiling an initial pool of 443 studies, the research entered the screening phase. Studies 

were included in the final sample only if they met all the specified eligibility criteria. A three-

stage filtering process was applied sequentially to refine the sample (see Figure 1 for an 

overview of the screening process). 

 

 
Figure 1. Flow diagram. 

 

The first filter, applied at the abstract level, included studies that met the following 

criteria: (i) focused on assessing narrative competence in typically developing preschool 

children, (ii) excluded case studies, (iii) were published between 2019 and 2024, and (iv) were 

in English (only the manuscript language, not the participants' language background). The 

second filter, at the full-text stage, further narrowed the selection to studies providing 

measurement data on oral narratives, excluding those focused on written narratives. 
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The third filter, targeting the population of interest, included studies with preschool-

aged children in the sample, even if other age groups were present, if the focus was on typically 

developing children. Studies involving children with developmental disabilities or special needs 

(e.g., language impairment or Down syndrome) or those with Individualized Education Plans 

(IEPs) were excluded. In total, 37 studies were selected for data extraction. 

 

Data Extraction 

 

The studies were coded and analysed based on three dimensions: evaluation content, reliability, 

and validity. Table 1 outlines the categories analysed, following the framework by Sanches-

Gomez et al. (2024). The coding categories for reliability and validity, as recommended by 

AERA et al. (2014), included internal consistency, test-retest reliability, inter-rater reliability, 

content validity, criterion-related validity, convergent validity, and structural validity. 

For reliability and validity reporting, relevant or theoretically plausible evidence was 

included, even if not explicitly stated. For example, studies linking language variables to 

narrative skill theory were considered validity evidence due to their theoretical relevance. 

Two raters independently coded the studies. One rater coded all studies, while the 

second coded 25% (N=9). Cohen's Kappa (narrative dimensions = 0.90, reliability = 0.88, 

validity = 0.85) indicated acceptable inter-rater agreement. Discrepancies were resolved 

through discussion. Table 1 provides a detailed breakdown of the analysis categories. 

 

Table1. Categories of analysis based on the characteristics of the assessment conducted 

 

Criteria 

 

Categories and Examples 

Dimensions of 

analysis  

 

macrostructure (e.g., story grammar);  

microstructure (e.g., lexical diversity); 

mixed (e.g., macrostructure and microstructure) . 

Type of reliability 

evidence and 

reliability data 

available  

e.g., inter-rater reliability (e.g, Krippendorff's alpha, Cohen's 

kappa);  

internal consistence (e.g, ordinal alpha, Cronbach's alpha)； test-

retest(e.g., Pearson correlation coefficient) 

Sources of 

validity evidence 

and validity data 

available 

e.g., Evidence based on test content, internal structure, on relations 

to other variables (convergent, discriminant, test-criterion 

relationships). 

 

 

 

 



BITARA International Journal of Civilizational Studies and Human Sciences 

Volume 8, Issue 1, 2025 

 

25 
 

 

Results 
 

This section is divided into three subsections. The first analyses the levels of narrative analysis 

and the content of the analysis in the target documents. The second summarizes the reliability 

analysis of these data, and the third focuses on the validity of the narrative measurements. 

 

Dimensions and content of analysis 

 

Table 2 provides an overview of the specific criteria for each level of analysis. Overall, these 

studies effectively tailored their narrative analysis to align with their research objectives.  

 

Table 2. Components or measures analysed and available reliability and validity evidence 

 

Study 

 

Components 

Analysed 

Reliability Data 

Available 

Validity Data Available 

 

Bailey et 

al. (2020) 

Macrostructure： 

1.high-point analysis  

2.the number of 

logically sequenced 

events  

Inter-rater 

reliability，

Cohen's kappa for r 

each dimension 

Test-criterion evidence ，the 

criterion- related validity 

relationship between narrative 

competence and reading 

achievement.  

Convergent validity ，

Examining the relationship 

between maternal language 

support and children's narrative 

abilities. 

Baldwin et 

al., (2022) 

Macrostructure：NSS

（story introduction, 

development, mental 

and emotional states, 

referencing/ listener 

awareness, character 

conflict/resolution, 

event/reaction, 

cohesion and the 

conclusion） 

Inter-rater 

reliability，Cohen 

kappa coefficient 

for each dimension 

of NSS 

 

Microstructure： 

1.MLUw  

2.NDW  

Inter-rater 

reliability，the 

percentage of 

agreement for C-

unit segmentation  

Convergent Validity: The 

measurement of narrative 

competence is consistent with 

the expected related construct, 

namely language-based skills. 
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Discriminant Validity: There is 

no significant relationship 

between narrative competence 

and AAE dialect density 

(DDM). 

Bohnacker 

et al. 

(2022) 

Macrostructure：1. 

story structure (setting, 

episode, internal state 

as initiating event, 

goal, attempt, outcome, 

internal state as 

reaction) 2. episodic 

complexity  

unmentioned 

 

Convergent Validity: Narrative 

length and expressive 

vocabulary have a significant 

impact on narrative structure 

scores. 

 

Microstructure； 1. 

TNW 

2.Expressive 

vocabulary knowledge 

Discriminant Validity: Daily 

language exposure and the 

length of Swedish language 

exposure have no significant 

impact on narrative structure 

scores. 

Byrnes-

Cloet and 

Hill (2022) 

Macrostructure：1. 

overall text structure 

 2.coherence 

 

unmentioned 

 

Microstructure: word 

and utterance 

 

Clark-

Whitney 

and Melzi,

（2023) 

Macrostructure：1. 

number of narratives 

told. 2. narrative 

organization elements 

(thematic coherence, 

setting, elaboration, 

evaluation, conclusion, 

temporal and causal 

markers, character 

introductions, and 

anaphora)  

Inter-rater 

reliability，ICC 

for Narrative 

organization 

elements.  

  

Convergent Validity: The 

relationship between Executive 

Function (EF) skills and 

narrative production abilities. 

Discriminant Validity: The 

relationship between EF skills 

and narrative organization and 

expressive language skills. 

Microstructure：

automated expressive 

language features 

(MLUw, VOCD, 

Unique sophisticated 

words) 
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Dealy et 

al.(2019) 

Macrostructural: 1. 

response to story stem 

(prosocial 

aggressive/conflict,  

avoidance/danger)  

2.narrative coherence 

Inter-rater 

reliability, ICC for 

each dimension 

Internal Structure Validity: 

CFA confirmed a strong link 

between narrative variables and 

coherence. 

Convergent Validity: EF 

significantly correlates with 

narrative ability at age 4. 

Discriminant Validity: 

Language ability correlates 

with narrative coherence and 

prosocial behaviour but not 

with avoidance/danger or 

aggressive/conflict behaviours. 

Fiani et al. 

(2022) 

Macrostructure1.story 

structure (setting, 

initiating event, goal, 

attempt, outcome, 

reaction) 2. story 

structure complexity 

(total complexity and 

most complex episode) 

3. number of internal 

state terms  

 Convergent Validity: The 

impact of vocabulary ability, 

age, and language dominance 

on narrative competence. 

Gámez 

and 

González 

(2019) 

Macrostructure:1. 

narrative structure 

(elements, characters / 

setting, initiating event, 

internal response, plan, 

action / attempt, 

complication, 

consequence, and 

ending)  

Inter-rater 

reliability, Cohen's 

kappa agreement 

for story structure  

 

Microstructure： 

1.story length 

2. word diversity（the 

number of clauses，

NDW） 

Internal 

consistency 

Convergent Validity: Revisions 

are positively correlated with 

vocabulary diversity (NDW). 

Discriminant Validity: 

Differences in errors and 

revisions between children 

from different language 

backgrounds  

Grolig et Macrostructure:   
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al. (2020) Narrative 

comprehension 

1.inferential 

comprehension 

(dialog, feelings, 

thoughts，prediction, 

and theme) 

2 literals 

comprehensions（

characters, setting, 

initiating event, 

problem identification, 

and resolution）  

Inter-rater 

reliability：ICC 

for Narrative 

comprehension  

Microstructure 1. 

narrative production 

2.vocabulary（depth, 

breadth）  

Internal 

consistency: 

Cronbach's alpha 

for some 

dimension (breadth 

of vocabulary) 

 

Guedes et 

al. (2023) 

Macrostructure: 

elements, sequence, 

decontextualized  

Internal 

Consistency，

Cronbach's alpha 

for each dimension 

Convergent Validity: The study 

shows a relationship between 

narrative competence and 

behavioural self-regulation, 

supporting convergent validity. 

Discriminant Validity: The 

article shows different 

relationships between narrative 

competence and behavioural 

and emotional self-regulation, 

supporting discriminant 

validity. 

Microstructure: syntax   

Işıkoğlu 

and Güzen 

(2024) 

Macrostructure 1. 

explicit Information 

(characters ，setting，

introductory event，

problem，result) 

2.lmplicit information 

(emotions，

cause/effect ，dialog

 Convergent Validity: The 

relationship between narrative 

competence and other language 

abilities. 
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，theme) 

Jiménez et 

al. (2024) 

Macrostructure: 

narrative structured 

(introduction, 

characters, a sequence 

of events, solutions to 

problems, and a 

conclusion structure).  

Inter-rater 

reliability, ICC for 

some dimensions 

(narrative structure

，unique word 

measurements，t-

unit，free word 

writing)  

Convergent Validity: There is a 

significant relationship 

between children's oral 

narrative competence and 

writing ability. 

Microstructure: 1. 

syntactic complexity of 

the discourse 2. 

productivity 3. lexical 

diversity, 4. accuracy 

5. fluency 6. 

grammaticality  

Khan, 

Hong, et 

al. (2021) 

Macrostructure: story 

structure components 

(characters, settings, 

problem, emotional 

reaction and reason for 

expressed emotion, 

attempted solution, and 

conclusion) 

Inter-rater 

reliability, the 

percentage of 

agreement for story 

structure 

components  

Internal 

Consistency ，

Cronbach's alpha 

for narrative 

comprehension 

measure  

Convergent Validity: 

Mathematical skills are 

moderately correlated with 

narrative comprehension skills. 

Discriminant Validity: 

Mathematical language skills 

uniquely contribute to narrative 

comprehension. 

Khan, 

Logan, et 

al. (2021) 

1.Macrostructure: 

identification of main 

character and 

identification of 

subgoals, problems, 

and resolutions 

Inter-rater 

reliability Cohen's 

kappa for the item 

level 

 

2Microstructure: use of 

conjoined adverbial 

phrases, gratuitous 

terms, Tier 2 

vocabulary, and 

elaborated noun 

phrases. 

Inter-rater 

reliability，

Cohen's kappa for 

the item level 

Convergent Validity: Lower-

level language skills are 

significantly correlated with 

narrative ability (NAI). 

Discriminant Validity: 

Different levels of narrative 

ability are associated with 

different language skills. 
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Kiernan et 

al. (2024) 

Microstructure: Verb 

Phrase, followed by 

Noun Phrase, and 

Clause Structure  

Inter-rater 

reliability, Percent 

agreement for Hl, 

grammatical 

features and GA  

 

Lai ( 2020) Macrostructure :1. 

narrative elements 

(orientation, 

complicated action, 

evaluation, resolution, 

and appendage) 2. 

narrative patterns  

Inter-rater 

reliability, Cohen's 

kappa for structural 

elements and 

narrative patterns  

 

Construct validity: Narrative 

skills are directly related to the 

narrative structure  

Microstructure: 1. 

linguistic productivity 

and syntactical 

complexity 2. 

evaluative features 

(Affection Intention, 

Cognition, Obligation, 

Sensory, Physiology, 

Reported, Negation, 

Gratuitous, Repetition, 

Word perse) 

Inter-rater 

reliability, Cohen's 

kappa for some 

dimensions 

(coding productive 

and exceptive 

language 

competence，

evaluative 

features) 

Construct validity: Narrative 

skills are directly related to 

language 

Lake and 

Evangelou 

(2019) 

Macrostructure: story 

grammar  

unmentioned Convergent validity：The 

relationship between executive 

function and narrative test 

results. 

Microstructure 1. 

receptive vocabulary 2. 

productive vocabulary 

3. MLU  

 

Lindgren 

(2019) 

Macrostructure: 

setting, episode l, is as 

ie, goal, attempt, 

outcome, is as r  

unmentioned Convergent Validity: The 

relationship between narrative 

ability and other cognitive 

skills. 

Lindgren 

and 

Bohnacker 

(2022) 

macrostructure1. story 

structure（initiating 

event, goal, attempt, 

outcome, reaction）2. 

episodic complexity  

Inter-rater 

reliability, 

Cronbach's alpha 

agreement for story 

structure 

Convergent Validity: The 

correlation between age, 

language, narrative task, 

language proficiency, 

exposure, and narrative 

macrostructure. Microstructure: TNW  
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Lindgren 

(2022) 

Macrostructure :1. 

story comprehension 

2.time, place，

initiating event, goal, 

attempt, outcome and 

internal state  

Inter-rater 

reliability，

Cohen's kappa for 

each dimension 

 

Microstructure: 

productivity, syntactic 

complexity and 

referent introduction 

Inter-rater 

reliability，

Cohen's kappa for 

each dimension 

 

MacLeod 

and Pesco 

(2023) 

Macrostructure：story 

grammar (characters, 

setting, initiating event, 

internal response, 

internal plan, attempt, 

reaction, outcome 

unmentioned Convergent Validity: The 

relationship between narrative 

ability and other variables, such 

as emotional responses and 

internal states. 

Mahfoudhi 

et al. 

(2023) 

Microstructure 

1.productivity (TNW), 

2.lexicaldiversity 

(NDW) 3.syntactic 

complexity( MLU ), 

4.the proportion of` 

complex and 

compound sen-tences 

 Internal structure validity: The 

impact of age and task 

complexity on narrative 

microstructure. 

Convergent validity: The 

impact of different narrative 

tasks on the quality of 

children's language output. 

Melzi et 

al.(2023) 

Macrostructure： 

1.narrative 

independence  

2.narrative coherence 

indicators  

Inter-rater 

reliability，Fleiss's 

kappa for some 

dimensions( 

narrative 

characters and 

sequences of 

events)  

Convergent Validity: The 

relationship between the 

validity of narrative ability and 

the coherence of temporal 

sequence and themes. 

Microstructure ：

1.syntacticcomplexity 

of language produced 

(as measured by MLU-

w) 2. length of 

narrative  

  

Mendoza 

et al. 

Macrostructural ：oral 

narrative quality 

Inter-rater 

reliability：
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(2021) Introduction （

Resolution， 

Character Introduction

，Narrative Coherence

）  

Krippendorff's 

alpha for each 

dimension Test-

retest Test-used to 

assess the stability 

of children's oral 

narrative ability 

Microstructural ：

1.number of 

conjunctions 2. number 

of different words  

3. communication units  

4. mean length of 

utterance in words  

5. mean length of 

utterance in 

morphemes 

Internal 

Consistency，

Cronbach's alpha 

for each dimension 

test-retest Test-

used to assess the 

stability of 

children's oral 

narrative ability 

Convergent Validity: The 

correlation between oral 

narrative quality and 

microstructure measures. 

Orizaba et 

al. (2020) 

Macrostructure: NSS 

(introduction, character 

development, mental 

states, referencing, 

conflict/resolution, 

cohesion, conclusion) 

Inter-rater 

reliability, the 

percentage of 

agreement in each 

dimension  

Test-criterion evidence： The 

effectiveness of NAP-S and 

NSS tools in predicting 

children's language ability. 

Construct Validity: The degree 

of correlation between 

narrative ability and other 

language skills. 

Microstructure: NAP-S

（sentence structures, 

phrase structures, 

modifiers, nouns, and 

verbs.）  

Inter-rater 

reliability, the 

percentage of 

agreement in each 

dimension 

Pinto et al. 

(2019) 

Macrostructure: 1 

structure (title, 

opening, setting, 

description of 

character, description 

of problem, a central 

event, resolution to the 

problem, and story 

closing) 2 Coherence 

:the number of 

incoherencies were 

counted and balanced 

for the total number of 

Inter-rater 

reliability 

percentage for 

structure and 

coherence  

Convergent Validity: The 

correlation between different 

components of narrative ability 

(structure, coherence, and 

cohesion). 

Criterion Validity: The 

relationship between narrative 

ability assessment and other 

related variables. 
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propositions  

Microstructural: 

cohesion (temporal and 

causal linguistic 

connectives were 

counted, balanced for 

the total number of 

words) 

Inter-rater 

reliability 

percentage for 

Cohesion 

 

Pronina et 

al.(2023) 

Macrostructure: story 

grammar 

 

Inter-rater 

reliability，

percent agreement 

for overall  

Inter-rater 

reliability, Fleiss's 

kappa for overall 

Convergent Validity ：The 

correlation between narrative 

performance and the accuracy 

and frequency of gesture use. 

Rojas et al. 

(2019) 

Microstructure :1. 

MLUw; 2. NDW 

3. words per minute in 

English and Spanish 

 Convergent Validity 

:Correlation between early 

literacy skills and language 

narrative samples  

Spencer et 

al. (2023) 

Macrostructure：

1.story grammar 2. 

inclusion of episodic 

features  

Inter-rater 

reliability ，

percentage 

agreement for each 

dimension 

Convergent Validity: The 

correlation between narrative 

ability, executive function 

(EF), and language ability. 

Microstructure: 

complex language  

Inter-rater 

reliability ，

percentage 

agreement for each 

dimension 

 

Sun et al. ( 

2024) 

Macrostructure : 

internal state term, 

story structure, and 

structural complexity  

 Structural validity: The impact 

of children's Chinese language 

ability on their narrative ability. 

Microstructure：

lexical（ Giraud）and 

syntactic complexity 

measures（MLU-W)  

 Internal structure validity: The 

correlation between children's 

Chinese vocabulary-grammar 

ability and narrative skills 

Tompkins 

et al. 

(2020) 

Macrostructure：

1.Story comprehension 

2.Picture sequencing 

Inter-rater 

reliability ，the 

Pearson correlation 

Internal structure validity: The 

internal structural relationship 

between FBU and narrative 
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3.Story generation 

4.False Belief 

Understanding（FBU 

）  

coefficient for 

some dimensions 

(story 

comprehension and 

story generation)  

ability. 

Convergent validity: The 

correlation between narrative 

ability and FBU. 

Veneziano 

et 

al.(2020) 

Microstructure：

1.explanation of events 

2. attribution of 

internal states 3. 

expression of false 

belief 4. rectification of 

false belief 5 markers 

of causality 6. length of 

narratives 

 

Cohen kappa 

coefficient for 

events explained，

internal states，the 

explanatory 

function of internal 

states，the 

expression of the 

RFB，  

Inter-rater 

reliability， 

percentage 

Agreement for 

causal markers and 

the number of 

words in the story. 

Internal structure validity: The 

relationship between narrative 

complexity and intervention 

effectiveness. 

Convergent validity, as it 

examines the correlation 

between narrative ability and 

children's age and 

developmental stage. 

Wofford et 

al. (2022) 

Microstructure:  

1.MLU  

2.NDW 

3. percent utterances 

with errors  

 Test-criterion evidence: The 

correlation between 

microstructure indicators from 

narrative samples (e.g., NDW, 

MLU, PGU) and children's 

performance in standardized 

language assessments. 

Yang et al. 

(2022) 

Macrostructure：

introduction, 

theme,main character

，supporting 

character(s), conflict, 

coherence, resolution 

and conclusion  

 Convergent Validity: The 

correlation between age, 

language experience, and 

narrative ability. 

Microstructure: 

1.general 

microstructures 

(TNW,NDW, 

TNC,MLUw )  

Inter-rater 

reliability, Cohen's 

kappa for some 

dimensions (fine-

grained 
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 2. fine-grained 

microstructures (phrase  

structure, modifier, 

nominal, and verb) 

microstructure)  

Yang et al. 

(2023) 

Macrostructure：1.SS

（initiating event, 

goal, attempt, outcome

）2.SC (story 

complexity) 3. IS 

(internal state terms ) 

 Convergent Validity: The 

correlation between external 

factors and narrative ability. 

Zanchi and 

Zampini 

(2021) 

Macrostructure：

quantity of information

，structure，mental 

state lexicon  

Inter-rater 

reliability Percent 

agreement for each 

dimension 

Test-criterion evidence: 

Children's narrative ability is 

related to their language and 

cognitive abilities. 

Content validity: The NCT test 

comprehensively assesses key 

aspects of children's narrative 

ability. 

Macrostructure：

lexical diversity and 

MLU 

  

Zhang et 

al. (2019) 

Macrostructure：

1.narrative 

components, 

complicating action 

(specific events), 

orientation，

evaluation, resolution

，appendages direct 

speech, reported 

speech 2.narrative 

patterns  

Inter-rater 

reliability ，the 

percentage of 

agreement in 

Narrative 

Components and 

Narrative Patterns 

 

Microstructure: basic 

language productivity

（TNU, MLU, TNW, 

NDW） 

  

 

Note1：MLU =Mean Length of Utterance; MLUw= Mean Length of Utterance in Words; 

NDW =Number of Different Words; TNW= Total Number of Words; VOCD =Vocabulary 

Diversity; TNC =Total Number of Clauses 
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Most studies (N=21) analyzed both macrostructure and microstructure, while 11 

focused only on macrostructure and 5 on microstructure. Macrostructure analysis focuses on 

key elements of children's narratives, including story grammar (e.g., characters, setting, events, 

resolution), narrative organization (e.g., thematic coherence, causal markers), and narrative 

complexity (e.g., plot complexity, emotional expression). Story grammar is a common method 

for assessing narrative completeness. Some studies focus on specific components, such as 

"internal response" and "outcome" (MacLeod & Pesco, 2023), or "evaluation" and "resolution" 

(Zhang et al., 2019), as these elements define what constitutes a "good" story. 

The analysis of narrative organizational elements helps determine the clarity, coherence, 

and expressiveness of the story, reflecting children's cognitive ability to understand and 

organize events logically (Grolig, Lindgren, & Tompkins). Plot complexity analysis evaluates 

multi-layered plots, event coherence, and the integration of emotional responses, providing 

insights into children's abilities in linguistic organization, event construction, and logical 

reasoning (Pinto.2019). 

Microstructure analysis is more variable and includes dimensions such as language 

length (e.g., total words, mean length of utterance), lexical diversity (e.g., use of unique 

vocabulary), syntactic complexity (e.g., proportions of compound and complex sentences), and 

grammatical accuracy. Some studies also focus on the expression of complex linguistic features 

(e.g., connectives, modifiers) and the use of rhetorical and emotional vocabulary, revealing both 

the quantitative and expressive aspects of language production. 

 

Reliability Evidence Reported 

 

Reliability refers to the degree to which scores from an instrument are stable and consistent, 

regardless of how this consistency is estimated or reported (Creswell, 2012). This report focuses 

on analysing the reliability data for measuring narrative competence across various studies (see 

Table 2).  

While some studies include reliability data for other aspects, this analysis focuses on 

narrative competence. The studies are categorized into three types for a more precise analysis:  

Comprehensive Reliability Data (N=10): Studies providing reliability data for both 

macrostructure and microstructure Partial Reliability Data: Studies reporting reliability for 

specific components, further divided into: 

 

i.  Narrative-level reliability only (N=9): Focused on macrostructure or microstructure 

without considering transcription or coding. 

ii.  Process-level reliability only (N=7): Focused on transcription or coding reliability y 

without analysing narrative-level reliability. 

iii.  Combined Narrative and Process Reliability:(N=6): Addressing narrative-level and 

transcription/coding reliability. 

iv.  No Reliability Data: Studies that provide no reliability data (N=5). 
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Transcription and coding are essential for both macrostructure and microstructure 

assessments (Sánchez-Gómez et al., 2024). Transcription converts oral language to written 

form, while coding involves classifying and scoring various aspects, such as narrative structure, 

linguistic accuracy, and syntactic complexity However, such reliability assessments are not 

directly categorized under the reliability analyses of macrostructure or microstructure. 

Reliability in these processes is crucial for reliability in measuring narrative competence, but 

they are categorized as partial reliability data in this report. 

Reliability types include inter-rater reliability, internal consistency, and test-retest 

reliability. Some studies report multiple types. Most studies focus on inter-rater reliability 

(N=30), which includes transcription and coding reliability. Studies reporting transcription 

reliability (N=11), coding reliability (N=10); or both (N=6) are analysed separately. 

Some studies also report internal consistency (e.g.,Gámez and González, 2019; Grolig 

et al., 2020; Guedes et al., 2023; Khan, Hong, et al., 2021;Mendoza et al., 2021) which checks 

if measurement items are interrelated, ensuring the instrument’s validity and reliability. A few 

studies report test-retest reliability (e.g., Mendoza et al., 2021;Grolig et al., 2020), assessing 

result stability over time. 

Reliability coefficients used for these types include Cohen's Kappa for two raters, 

Fleiss’s Kappa for three or more raters, and ICC (Intraclass Correlation Coefficient) for 

quantitative data. For internal consistency, Cronbach's Alpha is the most common, though Split-

half reliability and Omega Coefficient are alternatives. Test-retest reliability often uses Pearson 

Correlation or the test-retest reliability coefficient, depending on data and objectives. 

 

Validity Evidence Reported 

 

Validity refers to the extent to which evidence and theory support test score interpretations for 

their intended purposes (AERA et al., 2014). This report analyzes validity evidence from 

various sources, detailed in Table 2, with results outlined in Table 6, focusing on the 

relationship between narrative competence and other variables (e.g., convergent, discriminant, 

and criterion-related validity). 

Convergent validity (N=27) examines relationships between narrative competence and 

various constructs, including language skills (vocabulary, grammar, semantics, phonological 

awareness), cognitive abilities (executive function), emotional regulation, and educational 

outcomes (reading, writing, and math). These findings validate narrative competence as a 

multidimensional ability. 

Discriminant validity (N=8) demonstrates that narrative ability is distinct from other 

constructs. Studies show no significant relationships with factors such as dialect density, 

language exposure, executive function, or behavior patterns (e.g., aggression or avoidance). 

Additionally, narrative ability differs by language background and is independent of age and 

developmental stages. These results support the independence of narrative competence. 

Test-criterion evidence (N=4) links narrative competence to reading achievement, False 

Belief Understanding (FBU), and variables like nonverbal intelligence and reasoning (Zanchi 
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& Zampini, 2021). Correlations between microstructure indicators (e.g., NDW, MLU, PGU) 

and standardized language assessments further reinforce the external validity of narrative 

competence tools. 

This analysis highlights the multidimensional nature of narrative competence and its 

relationship with other key variables, providing a solid foundation for educational and 

psychological assessments. It also enhances the confidence in narrative competence 

measurement tools and offers guidance for future research. 

 

Discussion 
 

The assessment of narrative competence in preschool children lacks a unified standard, with 

researchers focusing on different aspects of children's narrative abilities. While most studies 

emphasize story grammar, narrative organization, and complexity, other dimensions are 

occasionally considered. Macrostructure analysis is relatively consistent, while microstructure 

assessment shows greater variability. 

In terms of reliability, while some studies report internal consistency (N=5) and test-

retest reliability (N=2), most (N=30) focus on inter-rater reliability, including transcription and 

coding. However, the reliability of macrostructure and microstructure analyses remains 

underexplored. Some studies also lack population-specific reliability and validity evidence, 

raising concerns about the generalizability of tools. 

Narrative ability is recognized as a multidimensional construct linked to linguistic skills, 

cognitive abilities, and socio-emotional regulation, influenced by factors such as age, language 

exposure, task type, and educational achievements. While some studies provide strong validity 

evidence, areas like predictive validity and cross-cultural considerations remain underexplored. 

Some studies omit reliability and validity data, which may not reflect lower quality but indicate 

that tool development was not their focus. This points to a gap in measurement practices 

(Sánchez-Gómez et al., 2024). These findings highlight the need for further research on the 

reliability and validity of narrative tools in different contexts, including cross-cultural 

assessments and less explored validity types. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The systematic review reveals the complexity and multidimensional nature of assessing 

narrative competence in preschool children. Macrostructure analysis, focusing on story 

grammar and thematic coherence, offers insights into children’s ability to organize and structure 

narratives. Microstructure analysis delves into linguistic features like lexical diversity and 

syntactic complexity, shedding light on their linguistic development. While inter-rater 

reliability is commonly addressed, gaps in test-retest and internal consistency raise concerns 

about the robustness of certain tools. Validity evidence underscores the strong relationship 

between narrative competence and linguistic, cognitive, and socio-emotional skills, yet 

predictive validity and cultural adaptability remain underexplored. The findings highlight the 
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need for culturally inclusive tools to ensure accurate and meaningful assessments. This study 

lays the groundwork for future research to bridge these gaps, ultimately enhancing the efficacy 

of narrative competence evaluations in early education and cross-cultural contexts. 
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