Chapter 7

Narrative Development In Arabic:
Story Re-Telling
Dorit Ravid, Dina Naoum and Suheir Nasser

Abstract Narrative discourse has become a favored site for language acquisition
research in the last two decades. The current study is an experimental elicitation
task of story re-telling administered to 97 participants in 7 age groups, from nursery
school to adulthood, all mid-high SES native monolingual speakers of a PA dialect
spoken in the north of Israel. They were read (in MSA) and consequently asked to
re-tell a story in which a pigeon rescues an ant from drowning, is promised reciprocal help, and is indeed eventually saved by the ant from being shot by a hunter.
Results showed that re-told stories grew longer with age and schooling and contained larger amounts of MSA lexicon and morpho-syntax. The number of errors
declined concomitantly. Reconstruction level and linguistic referencing increased
with age and schooling, with cut-off points across the whole developmental spectrum, indicating the long and arduous road to re-telling all of the components of
a story. Foregrounded, more concrete scenes were more easily reconstructed than
the backgrounded content units relating internal and abstract states. Both top-down
(content and global structure) and bottom-up (morpho-syntactic and lexical) measures indicate the consolidation of narrative abilities in PA speakers across the
school years.
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7.1 Introduction
Narrative discourse has become a favored site for language acquisition research in
the last two decades. Narratives are a universal type of discourse, familiar to children and adults alike, and common in all cultures (Flanagan 1993). Narratives focus
on people and their psychological relationships. They express the flow and unfolding of events, and are thus organized by temporal, causal, and spatial dimensions
of events (Berman 1997; Labov 1972). Narratives recruit the language-specific,
age-appropriate linguistic resources available to a language learner to construct an
extended discourse expressing the plot of a story with relation to a thematic point,
often accompanied by evaluation of external and internal states (Berman 2003).
This is why narratives provide an advantageous site for tracing the long developmental route from emergence to mastery in language acquisition (Berman 2004).
The narrative texts that children construct during the school years provide optimal
hunting grounds for unveiling their linguistic abilities, in a period when command
of written language is opening up new avenues to linguistic knowledge (Berman
and Ravid 2008).
Continuing Labov’s seminal work (1972), the pioneering cross-linguistic study
by Berman and Slobin (1994) on narrative development established a theory of
narrative structure and function and of their acquisition (Berman 1997). It analyzed
stories told by children and adults based on a wordless picture-book describing the
adventures of a boy and his dog in search of a runaway frog. Findings of this narration in five different languages showed that even the youngest participants, aged
3–4 years, produce texts that are syntactically constructed in accordance with the
grammatical structures of their first language. However it is only from age five
onwards that children are able to recruit these lexical and morpho-syntactic abilities towards the production of a story which essentially delivers the ‘bare bones’
of the event structure. It takes until around age 9–10 years before children demonstrate well-formed global-level organization of narrative structure (Hickmann 1998;
Peterson and McCabe 1983), though mostly geared towards foregrounded events
with some descriptions elaborating background information (Ravid and Berman
2006). Rhetorical expressiveness coupled with interpretative expressions of internal
states consolidates only in adolescence and adulthood (Berman 2008; Berman and
Slobin 1994). Thus, despite the pervasiveness of stories in all languages and cultures, the route to the production of full-fledged, autonomous narrative texts is long
and drawn out (Berman 2009a, b).
Many subsequent studies of narrative development in children of different ages
and speaking different languages have followed the Berman and Slobin endeavor
(Strömqvist and Verhoeven 2004; Verhoeven and Strömqvist 2001). Lately, the
study of discourse development has been extended to the written mode and to another major genre, expository text (Berman and Nir-Sagiv 2007; Berman and Verhoeven 2002; Nippold and Scott 2009). The study of discourse development across
different modalities and genres has come of age and is now established as an important psycholinguistic domain which can tell us much about the growth of global text production abilities (Berman and Katzenberger 2004). Moreover, it offers

7

Narrative Development In Arabic: Story Re-Telling

155

age-sensitive tools for the investigation of the interface of lexicon and morphosyntax with discourse structure and functions (Berman and Nir-Sagiv 2009; Nir and
Berman 2010; Ravid 2005; Ravid and Berman 2009) in typically developing (Ravid
2006; Ravid and Berman 2010; Ravid and Levie 2010; Ravid and Zilberbuch 2003)
and disordered school-going populations (Andreu et al. 2011; Berman et al. 2011;
Scott and Windsor 2000).
Psycholinguistic narrative analysis of the kind undertaken in the current context revolves around two orthogonal motifs (Berman and Ravid 2008). First, it
deals with text production—hence, with speaking and writing rather than listening
and reading. Concern is with authentic texts constructed by non-expert, ordinary
language users rather than with edited texts produced by specialist writers, journalists, translators, and so forth. Second, such analyses focus on the “language of
literacy”as reflected in different types of texts constructed by speaker-writers from
middle childhood across adolescence. That is, concern is with later, school-age language, as reflecting three major developments:an extended repertoire of linguistic
items, categories, and constructions; new pathways for integrating formerly unrelated elements and systems into complex linguistic schemata and syntactic architectures; and more efficient and explicit modes for representing and thinking about language. Current research shows that in this period, language use diverges markedly
from what has been observed for young children (Berman 2004; Nippold 2007),
although not yet reaching the level of educated adult usage (Ravid and Zilberbuch
2003). For example, derivational morphology plays an increasingly important role
at the interface between vocabulary and syntax (Carlisle 2000); vocabulary is extended to allow for greater lexical diversity and semantically more specific encoding of concepts (Nippold 2002); and syntax relies increasingly on more marked, less
frequent constructions such as passive voice, center embedded clauses, and nonfinite subordination(Berman and Nir-Sagiv 2007; Ravid and Saban 2008). These
developments in school-age language knowledge go hand in hand with increased
command of metalinguistic abilities and access to higher order, non-literal language
(Ashkenazi and Ravid 1998). Moreover, the role of language is critical in this respect: cross-linguistic studies of oral narrative development such as Berman and
Verhoeven (2002) suggest that target language has a marked impact on “thinking
for speaking” (Slobin 1996) and how native speakers of different languages, such as
Arabic, use linguistic forms to encode narrative content. Against this background,
the current study is a developmental analysis of narrative production abilities in the
Palestinian Arabic spoken in the north of Israel.
To the best of our knowledge, no published study to date has investigated the
developmental path of narrative production in Arabic-speaking children. This is especially interesting for two reasons, each of which generates expectations from this
study. One is the fact that Arabic constitutes a classical case of linguistic diglossia,
which, according to Ferguson (1959), is a situation where
… in addition to the primary dialects of the language … there is a very divergent, highly
codified (often grammatically more complex) superposed variety, the vehicle of a large and
respected body of written literature… which is learned largely by formal education and
is used for most written and formal spoken purposes but is not used by any section of the
community for ordinary conversation.
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This is indeed the case in the Arabic-speaking world, where children grow up
speaking a local spoken dialect, whereas at school they are formally taught Modern
Standard Arabic, with focus placed on reading and writing, grammatical knowledge
and linguistic accuracy (Holes 2004). According to Saiegh-Haddad (2005, 2012),
Modern Standard Arabic is the language of the textbooks, while school instruction
takes place in Spoken Arabic. Literate Arabic speakers are thus in possession of two
versions of Arabic—some might say two languages—used for two complementary
sets of social functions: spoken Arabic, mainly used for performing informal everyday conversational functions, and Modern Standard Arabic, for writing and for
formal oral functions such as religious sermons, speeches, and news broadcasts.
This dual linguistic context is a constant reality for Arabic-speaking children, who
interact in Spoken Arabic while being exposed to Standard Arabic in a variety of
literate contexts at school and at home. The literature points to the existence a codemixed variety combining the lexicon of Standard Arabic with the phonology and
the morpho-syntax of Spoken Arabic in literate homes (Saiegh-Haddad et al. 2011).
In addition to the developmental trajectories already witnessed in narratives produced in other languages, we thus expect younger participants to tell their stories in
the spoken vernacular, and for older ones, who are also more literate, having gone
through several years of formal Arabic instruction and exposure to MSA, to use
more MSA elements in their stories.
A second incentive to investigate narrative acquisition in Arabic is the need to
determine the typological character of story telling in Arabic. While narratives are
a universal phenomenon, the syntactic devices used in packaging information in
texts vary across languages and cultures and create different styles (Ravid 2013).
It makes sense to assume that children produce texts in the style they have been
exposed to. This study would thus be a first foray into the developmental psycholinguistics of Arabic narrative production.

7.2 Method
The current study revolves around an experiment whereby children and adults were
told a story accompanied by pictures and then asked to re-tell the story. According
to Berman (1995), varying contexts of story elicitation in children can result in
very different levels of story telling. As discourse production and comprehension
involves the construction of a mental map of the text under consideration (Graesser
et al. 2003), story re-telling can do much to inform us of children’s narrative abilities in a way that does not demand that they supply the content and the structure
of the story. Re-telling has long been a well-established tool in the field (Geva
and Olson 1983), since the investigator provides the content and the linguistic expression, which supports children’s own expression (Irwin and Mitchell 1983).
Moreover, the investigator can easily track the way children re-produce forms and
functions from the target story in their own re-tellings (Sutter and Johnson 1995).
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Participants In the current study, the re-telling task was administered to 97 participants in 7 age groups. Of these, 5 groups were composed of 16 participants (8 boys
and 8 girls) each: nursery schoolers (4–5 year olds), kindergarteners (5–6 year olds),
1st graders (6–7 year olds), 2nd graders (7–8 year olds), and 4th graders (9–10 year
olds). These groups correspond to the age groups covered in Berman and Slobin’s
classical 1994 study. In addition, there were two older groups with 9 participants
each—7th graders (12–13 year olds) and adults. All participants were mid-high SES
native monolingual speakers of a PA dialect spoken in the north of Israel, with no
language or developmental disorders.
Research instrument The task involved participants’ re-telling of the story of a
pigeon and an ant (which appears to be a variation on the classical fable of the
lion and the mouse), in which a pigeon rescues an ant from drowning, is promised
reciprocal help, and is indeed eventually saved by the ant from being shot by a
hunter. The original story was longer than the version we used, and accompanied
by 20 pictures. After extensive piloting with 11 children, the story was shortened,
all repetitions and reiterations were taken out, and the coda was re-written so as to
make the end of the story more salient.
Procedure Data was collected by the second and third authors, both native speakers of the same Palestinian Arabic dialect spoken by the participants, as part of their
MA theses. Participants were tested orally and individually in a quiet room at their
school (adults were tested at home) by the second author. The revised Pigeon and
Ant story was read out in MSA to each participant, accompanied by ten pictures (see
Appendix) bound into a book, with an additional picture showing the pigeon and
the ant on the book’s cover. They were told as follows “Please listen to the following story that I am going to read from this picture book. I will then ask you to tell
me that story. You will be able to use the picture book.” The story was read twice
to participants from the five younger groups (up to age ten), and once to the older
participants. The re-telling was audio- and video taped. A strict protocol, devised
by the three authors, was followed regarding intervention and prompts. In cases of
hesitations or problems in starting the story, the investigator prompted re-telling by
saying “Once upon a time there was a pigeon who was thirsty…”, and was allowed
to provide prompts twice more during the re-telling. If a participant asked about
how to re-tell the story, the investigator said “however you think fit, however you
understand”, and did not answer further questions during the re-telling.

7.3 Results
We present numerical results in this section and discuss them in the subsequent one.
All statistical details can be found in Dina Naoum’s master’s thesis (Naoum 2009).
Intervention We start by presenting data on the amount of intervention provided
in each of the age groups (Table 7.1). By Intervention we mean requests for help

D. Ravid et al.

158
Table 7.1   Mean amount
of prompts required and
provided in each group, on a
scale of 0–2, with standard
deviations in brackets, by
age/schooling group

Group
Nursery Schoolers (4–5)
Kindergarteners (5–6)
1st Graders (6–7)
2nd Graders (7–8)
4th Graders (9–10)
7th Graders (12–13)
Adults

Prompts 0–2
1.19 (0.91)
1.13 (0.89)
0.56 (0.73)
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00

on the part of the participants as well as prompts on the part of the investigator, as
described above. We used a scale of 0–2, from no intervention required (0), to some
intervention required (1), and much intervention required (2). The requirement for
prompting indicates that the story teller has not yet construed it as a full, autonomous text (Ravid and Tolchinsky 2002).
Text size Text size is a good measure of the ability to construct a text (Berman and
Ravid 2008). Tables 7.2 and 7.3 provide information on participants’ text size in
terms of words and clauses. Words were counted twice—once including disfluencies such as false starts, hesitations and immediate repetitions, and once more
excluding them (Ravid and Berman 2006).
Clauses were identified and counted following the definition in Berman and
Slobin, (1994), and in addition we present mean clause length (number of words
divided by number of clauses), a reliable measure of syntactic complexity (Berman and Ravid 2008).The number of words excluding disfluency was used for this
purpose (Table 7.2).
Errors Next, we present morpho-syntactic errors in texts. Since texts were of different size, text size was neutralized by dividing the total number of morpho-syntactic errors by the total number of clauses (Fig. 7.1).
Reconstructing content units The re-telling methodology we used placed us in control of the target text, which made it possible to determine which parts of the text
were harder to reconstruct. To measure content re-telling, the story was divided into
ten narrative content units–events, descriptions, or interpretations (Ravid and Berman 2006). Each re-told content unit received a score of 0–3, running from 0 (no
mention of unit content) to 3 (full reconstruction of content). Figure 7.2 presents
information on the reconstruction of 7 content units. Figure 7.3 assesses the quality
of the opening and closing (coda) of the texts, salient narrative sites which can serve
as a dependable proxy in the assessment of narrative production (Berman 2008).
Referencing Referring to the protagonists and antagonists in a story is critical in creating coherent text quality (Graesser et al. 2003; McNamara et al. 1996). Figure 7.4
shows the quality of the introduction of the three animate figures in the story—the
pigeon, the ant, and the hunter. These were ranked on a scale of 0–2, from no mention
at all (0), to a pronoun or a definite noun (which assume that this is given information –1), to a proper introduction of the protagonist by an indefinite lexical noun (2).
Figure 7.5 presents percentage of inappropriate referencing (beyond the introduction) and usage of deictic body language instead of appropriate verbal reference.
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Table 7.2   Mean number of words in texts including and excluding disfluencies, with standard
deviations in brackets, by age/schooling group
Group
# Words including disfluency
# Words excluding disfluency
Nursery Schoolers (4–5)
82.88 (24.77)
64.44 (20.73)
Kindergarteners (5–6)
75 (29.19)
60.31 (21.93)
1st Graders (6–7)
100.06 (30.19)
83.94 (26.33)
2nd Graders (7–8)
121.47 (26.3)
108.53 (23.33)
4th Graders (9–10)
156.38 (41.76)
130.75 (35.22)
7th Graders (12–13)
204.89 (56.49)
179.56 (47.88)
Adults
205.44 (98.35)
190 (91.5)
Table 7.3   Mean number of clauses in texts and mean clause length, with standard deviations in
brackets, by age/schooling group
Group
# Clauses
Mean clause length
Nursery Schoolers (4–5)
20.25 (6.42)
3.20 (0.5)
Kindergarteners (5–6)
20.13 (5.78)
2.94 (0.42)
1st Graders (6–7)
26.13 (8.06)
3.26 (0.5)
2nd Graders (7–8)
33.2 (5.48)
3.25 (0.31)
4th Graders (9–10)
36.63 (8.91)
3.55 (0.3)
7th Graders (12–13)
49.22 (12.21)
3.64 (0.21)
Adults
50.44 (18.53)
3.66 (0.48)

0.06
0.05
0.04
0.03
0.02
0.01
0
Nursery

KG

G1

G2

G4

G7

Adults

Fig. 7.1   Mean number of morpho-syntactic errors per clause in texts, by age/schooling group

Lexicon Lexical items, especially content words, constitute the cornerstone of text
construction (Ravid 2006; Ravid and Levie 2010). In the case of re-telling, usage of
target lexical items from the text can be examined. To examine lexical knowledge,
we selected 11 verbs and nouns from the text and measured their reconstruction on
a scale from 0–6, with MSA usage adding to scores on the scale. In addition, we
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Thirst
Drowning
Saving ant
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Saving pigeon
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Fig. 7.2   Content reconstruction in 7 content units on a 0–3 scale, by age/schooling group

Fig. 7.3   Quality of opening
and coda on a 0–3 scale, by
age/schooling group

3
2.5

Opening
Coda

2
1.5
1
0.5
0

Nursery

KG

G1

G2

G4

G7

Adults

identified all adjectives in the participants’ texts, compared them with the original
10 adjectives appearing in the target text, and calculated the total amount of adjectives out of the number of words (Figs. 7.6 and 7.7).

7.4 Discussion
This study aimed to provide new information about oral narrative development in
Arabic-speaking children across the early childhood and gradeschool years, compared with pre-adolescents and adults. The research instrument was a story re-told
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G4
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Adults

Hunter

Fig. 7.4   Quality of first mention of protagonists on a 0–2 scale, by age/schooling group

from a picture book containing 10 pictures. Investigators and participants were native speakers of a dialect of Palestinian Arabic spoken in the north of Israel. To the
best of our knowledge, this is the first published study investigating oral narrative
acquisition in Arabic.
From a general developmental perspective, results not only confirm our predictions, they are also consistent with similar studies on participants speaking
other languages (Berman and Slobin 1994). In the current study, quantitative
and qualitative results provide a well-rounded picture of how narrative production abilities develop in PA speaking children. One measure we used was the
ability to re-tell the story (which had been told in MSA) without reliance on
prompts from the investigator and without requesting assistance. This ability was
shown here to increase with age and schooling, with only pre-schoolers, and
to some extent 1st graders, seeking help. For example, a boy in nursery school
asked ϪλϲϛΣϲϧόϳϑϳϛ ‘how [does one] tell a story’? and a nursery school girl
said ϝϭϷΎΑεϳϪϓέΎϋεϣ‘I don’t know what was at the beginning’; while one kindergarten girl asked ϥϳΩόΑέΎλεϳ ‘what happened afterwards’? and yet another
commented ΎϬϳΗϳϛΣΕϧϑϳϛϲϛϳϠϋεΗϣϬϔϣϥϭϫϪϓέΎϋεϣ ‘I don’t know, here I didn’t
understand how you told this’.1 These changes in the amount of prompts sought
indicate not only an increase in executive control and memory abilities (Van
Dyke and McElree 2006) but also in the perception of the narrative as an entire,
autonomous piece of discourse (Tolchinsky et al. 2002).

1

Free translation of participants’ commentary transcribed into Arabic.

162

D. Ravid et al.

3.5
Inappropriate
referencing

3

Using body language

2.5

2

1.5

1

0.5

0
Nursery

KG

G1

G2

G4

G7

Adults

Fig. 7.5   Percentage of inappropriate referencing and body language, by age/schooling group

6
5

Verbs
Nouns
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G4
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Fig. 7.6   Mean score on a scale of 0–6 of 11 reconstructed verbs and 6 reconstructed nouns, by
age/schooling group

Text size From a different perspective, results indicated that participants’ re-told
stories got longer in number of words (most notably when disfluency is disregarded) and clauses, in both cases with the cut-off point between 4th grade and the
youngest groups, on the one hand, and the older groups, on the other hand. This was
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G4
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Fig. 7.7   Percentage of adjectives out of words in texts, by age/schooling group

also apparent in the mean length of clauses, again spurting from mid-grade school
onwards. As longer clauses indicate more informative content, more phrases per
clause and more words per phrase, this measure reliably records syntactic development (Berman and Ravid 2008).
The critical mediating role of diglossia was already apparent at this stage of our
analysis. Recall the target story was originally told to participants in MSA, and
they re-told it according to their choice. An interesting finding was that when the
story was re-told in its entirety in MSA—and this happened only in the older age
groups—texts were shorter than those told in the PA dialect by same-group peers.
For example, consider the following two comparisons of re-tellings in the older
groups. First, three adult texts, of which two are outliers in terms of length:the
shortest text in the adult group was re-told in its entirety in a literary/Classicalform
by a man; it consisted of 93 words (excluding disfluency) and 31 clauses. A second
text was also fully re-told in MSA by another man, consisting of 185 words and
53 clauses. Finally, the longest adult text was told by a woman in the PA dialect,
consisting of 394 words and 88 clauses. And now consider two texts in the 7th grade
group—one entirely re-told in MSA by a girl, containing 130 words and 34 clauses,
and another, re-told in the PA dialect by a boy, containing 261 words and 67 clauses.
None of the other age groups had full re-tellings in MSA, and those containing MSA
segments and items did not differ in length from the peer group mean. This analysis
indicates that in the context of the current study, reconstructing and consequently
re-telling the entire story in MSA was a linguistically (and perhaps also cognitively)
difficult endeavor, constraining the production abilities of those adolescents and
adults who were able to do so and resulting in very short texts compared to the
group mean. In contrast, older participants’ PA re-tellings were particularly long,
relying on familiarity with the use of linguistic devices and an ease in recruiting
them for the purpose of the task.
Linguistic indicators Errors in re-telling the Pigeon and Ant story were another indicator of developing narrative abilities. Errors were morpho-lexical, morpho-syntactic
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and syntactic in nature, and were examined in their contexts, i.e., both in the PA
dialect and in MSA. Consider the following examples, all from different participants. There were inflectional errors in verb gender agreement in nursery schoolers
regarding the (female) pigeon ΏέηΗϩϥΎϛ and the (male) hunter ΩΎϳλΕΟ ; and derivational errors in the application of verb pattern ϪϣΎϣΣϟΕέϛηϭ ‘thanked the pigeon
= the pigeon thanked’ (girl, 1st grade), in applying a perfective instead of a continuous pattern ϪϗϭέϐϣϪϠϣϧΕϻ ‘found an ant that was drowning’ (girl, 1st grade), and
in selecting an incorrect adjectival pattern ϪηρΎϋΔϣΎϣΣϟΕϧΎϛΎϣϧϳΑ ‘when the pigeon
was thirsty’ (girl, 4th grade). Other errors included erroneous prepositions or connectives, e.g., ϪϳέΟϥϣΎϛγϣϭ ‘held her from his leg (instead of in his leg)’ (boy,
nursery school), or ϪϣΎϣΣϟΕϧΎϛϡϭϳϧϣ ‘from the day was-the pigeon (instead in the
day)’ (boy, kindergarten). Syntactic errors included the choice of erroneous definite
article ΏϳέϗέϬϧ˰ϟϰϟ·Εϋέγ΄ϓΖ ‘hurried to a nearby river’ (girl, 7th grade) or the incorrect combination of direct and indirect speech ϲϧϳΗΟϧΎϬϧϷέϛηΗΩΑΕϟΎ ‘she said that
she wanted to thank her because you saved me’ (girl, 7th grade). In general, and as
expected, the number of morpho-syntactic errors in the re-told stories (with text
length neutralized) dropped with two developmental cut-off points: between 4th
and 7th grade, and between 7th grade and adulthood. This cline indicated a growing
ability to recruit grammatical and lexical resources in the service of telling a story
(Berman In press).
Text content and structure As presented above and depicted in the Appendix, the
text was divided into 10 content units, which made it possible to examine their
reconstructions in view of their discourse roles. In general developmental perspective, reconstruction level increased with age and schooling, with cut-off points
across the whole developmental spectrum: adults and pre-adolescents did better
than gradeschoolers, who did better than 1st graders, with subsequent cut-off points
between 1st grade and kindergarten, and then kindergarten and nursery school. This
very gradual trajectory is in line with both the general non-Semitic and Hebrew literature, indicating the long and arduous road to re-telling all of the components of
a story, based on growth in cognitive abilities, linguistic resources, and experience
with narrative texts (Berman 2009b; Geva and Olson 1983; McNamara et al. 1996).
From the discursive perspective within the content units themselves, we find the
following hierarchy: 1 + 3 > 4 + 8 > 2 + 6 + 10 > 5 + 7 + 10, that is: Opening scene—
thirst/drinking + Pigeon rescues ant > Ant thanks pigeon + Ant crawls up hunter’s
boots > Ant drowns + Ant on its own + Pigeon thanks ant > Ant saves pigeon +
Hunter threatens pigeon + Pigeon contemptuous of ant. This shows that the foregrounded, more concrete scenes were more easily reconstructed than the backgrounded content units relating internal and abstract states. The most challenging
scene was the contempt content unit, which was not reconstructed at all by most
nursery school and kindergarten groups. In fact, only 9 participants fully reconstructed it, all of them adults. In this context, a good indicator of discursive abilities
was the re-telling of the opening and coda segments, both of which showed steady
increase across the age/schooling cline.In this analysis as in previous ones in the
literature, the opening scene was among the easiest to reconstruct, with the coda less
easy to reconstruct (Berman and Slobin 1994; Ravid and Berman 2006).
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Given the inherent difficulty presented by the coda, we focus here on the analysis
of coda segments in the re-tellings, which improved dramatically from almost none
in nursery school to appropriate and interesting endings in the older groups. The coda
in the current study consisted at the very least of the pigeon thanking the ant, as in the
examples from a kindergarten boy έϛηϪϣΎϣΣϟΎϬϠΗϟΎ ‘the pigeon told her thank you’, a
kindergarten girl ϥΎηϋέϛη ” ϪϠϣϧϠϟΕϟΎϭϪϣΎϣΣϟΕέΎρ ϲϧϳΗΩϋΎγ‘the pigeon flew and told
the ant “thank you as you helped me”’; and the thoughtful though not very coherent
coda by a 2nd grade girl ϪϧϷϪϣΎϣΣϟΕέϛηϥϳΩόΑϭ ΕλϠΧϭΎϫΩϋΎγΗϥΎηϋϡΩΎϟΕϭϟΎΑΕΟ
‘and then the pigeon thanked her because she had come at the suitable time to help
her and that’s it’. More mature codas encompassed the entire finalsegmentas the
ending of the story, summing up the reciprocal nature of the saving events regarding
the two major protagonists. For example, a woman participant said ϲΗΎϳΣϲΗίϘϧΩΟϧϋ
ϙϧϷέϳΗϛέϳΗϛέϛη “ ϼΗϟϭϪϣΎϣΣϟΎΗϓΎη ϪΗϭΗΣϟΕλϠΧ ΎΗϭΗΎΗϭΗ” ϙϟϷϪϧϭϧϣϣ έϳΗϛϥϭ ‘the pigeon saw here and said to her “thank you very much as you saved my life and I
really owe you”—and this is how the story ends’. And a coda by a male participant focusing on both participants ϊΟέΗΩϝϣόΗΩϭη Εϧϑϳϛ” ϼΗϟΎϫέϛηΗΕϳΩΑϭϥϭϫ
ϪϣΎϣΣϟΩϧόϟϪϠϣϧϟ ΕΟΕόΟέΎϣϟΎϬΗέϛηϪϠϣϧϟ ϡϱίϪϠϣϧϟέϛηΗ “ ϱΎόϣϝϣόϟΩΎϫ ϲΗϠϣϋΕϧϲϠϟ
ϙϧϣϪρϭγΑϣϥέϳΗϛ ” ϼΗϟϓ ϙΗΎϳΣϥΎϣϛΕΫϘϧϥϲϲΗΎϳΣϲΗΫϘϧ ϪΗϭΩΣϟΕλϠΧ ΎΗϭΗΎΗϭΗϭνόΑϊϣ
ΏΎΣλϥϳΗϧΗϟ ϭέΎλϭ ‘what will she do? She will return to thank the ant as the ant had
thanked her. When she returned the ant came to the pigeon and thanked her, saying
“as you had saved my life thus I saved yours”. And then she said to her “I am so
pleased with you having done this deed to me”. Then the two became friends—and
this is how the story ends’. In both cases the adults used a conventional Arabic narrative expression ( tuta-tuta) to indicate the end of the story, akin to ‘and they lived
happily ever after’.
Interestingly, four participants produced novel codas containing fable-like
lessons, which had not been part of the original story. Thus a 2nd grade boy said
˵
˶ ΑϫΫΎϣΩϧϋ ˶ϙϧϋϲϛΣΕϧϛΔϔγ
˲ ΎϧϪ ϪϳϓϙέΑΧϥΩϳέ ˯˲ ϲηϙΎϧϫ˱έϛη
ΔϣΎϣΣϟ
ΕϟΎϗϭ ϲγΎϗ˲ϡ ϼϛΕ
έϛη ϪϠϣϧϠϟ ” ‘and the pigeon told the ant “thank you thank you, I want to tell you
something—I am sorry, I said hard things about you when you left”’. Although
this coda relates specifically to the protagonists and is not explicitly didactic, it
indicates an early ability to construe psychological relationships. Older participants were able to express this relationship more clearly in their codas, as did a
4th grade girl who talked explicitly of the internal mind states of the ant and the
pigeon ϪϠϣϧϟΕέϛηΕΟϪϣΎϣΣϟ ρϠϏΎϧυϊϠρϪϣΎϣΣϟϭ ϝϳϣΟϟϻΩέΗΕέΩ·ϲϲϫϪϧϷΡέϓ ϝϛΑϝϛΑ
ΕϛΣοϪϠϣϧϟϭ ‘the pigeon came and thanked the ant, and the ant smiled happily,
because she had succeeded in repaying her good deed, and the pigeon had been
wrong in her thought’. Finally, older participants related the story events to an abstract, generically applicable lesson in their codas, e.g., a 7th grade boy ΕέϛϓϪϣΎϣΣϟ
ϲϠϟ·έϳΑϛϟ˯ϭϠΧϣϟΩΎϫΩϋΎγΗϪϠϣϧϟΕέΩ· ϙϳϫϭ ΩϋΎγΗεέΩΗΑϲϫϪϧ‘and so the ant succeeded
in helping this large creature, which the pigeon had thought she could not help’;
and a man ended his re-telling by encapsulating the final events as well as adding
a lesson ϪϠϣϧϟέϛηΗϟϪϣΎϣΣϟΕΩΎϋΎϣϧϳΑ ϥΎϛϰϟ·ϪΟΎΣΑϲΣϥΎϛϝϛϥϭϳΣϭϭϥΎγϧ·ϝϛϥϷϊϳοϳ
ϻϝϣϋϱϭϑϭέόϣ ϱϥϪϣΎϣΣϟΕϓέϋϭ͘͘ ‘the pigeon returned to thank the ant, and the
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pigeon knew that each person or animal, every living creature needs another living
creature’.
The younger participants found it in general easier to re-tell the more dynamic,
concrete, foregrounded events such as rescuing the ant, and had more difficulty in
reconstructing inner states and events and background components such as the ant
thanking the pigeon, the pigeon thanking the ant, and the pigeon’s feelings of contempt towards the ant. But even with regard to dynamic events such as the pigeon
saving the ant (content unit 3), participants were exposed to a segment that required
not only paying attention to concrete details but also to protagonists’ motivation,
internal states and saving unit was presented as follows, ΎϬηρϋΕϳγϧ , ΔϧϳϛγϣϟΔϠϣϧϟϩΫϫ
ΔϣΎϣΣϟΕέΎϣΩϧϋ , ΎϫέΎϘϧϣΑΎϬΗρϘΗϟ ϰΗΣΓέϳΑϛΔηϗΕΩΟϭ ϥϡ. ϕέϐϟϥϣΓΎΟϧϟϰϠϋ ΎϬΑΎϫΩϋΎγΗϟ
Δηϗϥϋ ΙΣΑΗΕΫΧϭ ϪϓέρΕΩϣϭ, ΔηϘϟϑέρΑΕϛγϣ΄ϓ, έϬϧϟΔϓΎΣϰϠϋ ΔϣΎϣΣϟΕϔϗϭ. ϕέϐϟ
ϕέϐϟϥϣΔϠϣϧϟΫΎϘϧϹ Εϋέγϭ . ΎϬϳϠϋ ΕΩόλϭΎϬΑΔϠϣϧϟΕϛγϣΗϓ. ˯Ύϣϟϰϟ·έΧϵ ‘When the pigeon
saw that poor ant she forgot her own thirst and started looking for a piece of straw
to help her with it to escape drowning. When she had found a large straw she immediatelytook it in her beak to save the ant from being drowned. The pigeon stood
on the bank of the river holding the piece of straw at one end, and put out the other
end to the water. The ant held onto it and went up on it’.
It is interesting to note how this scene was played out in the young participants’
responses, who mostly narrated the events either at face value or devoid of the
context. For example, a nursery school boy described this scene thus έϬϧϟέΣΑϟϥϣ
ΕόϠρΔϠϣϧϟ ,ΔϠϣϧϟΕΩϋΎγΔϣΎϣΣϟϡϟΔϠϣϧϟΕΩϋΎγϲϣΏέηΗ ΕϧΎϛ ΔϣΎϣΣϟ Ύϣϟϭ‘when the pigeon
was drinking, she helped the ant, and when the pigeon helped the ant, the ant
came out of the sea, the river’. Most school-aged and older participants were
able to construe the rescue situation in some ways, as did a 1st grade boy as
follows ϪϣΎϣΣϟΕΟϭ ϩέΟηϟϥλϐΑϪϠϣϧϟ ΕϛγϣΕΟ ΎϫίϘϧΗϟϪΗΩϣ ΕΟϭϫ έΟηϟϥλϏ Εϛγϣ
ϪϣΎϣΣϟ ΕΟϭ ‘the pigeon held onto the tree twig and put it out in order to save her;
the ant held onto the tree twig and the pigeon pulled the twig in order to save
her’. Although this reconstruction is not entirely coherent, it contains the essential components of the rescue event. And a 4th grade boy elaborates even more,
indicating the construal of the rescue event: ϱΎλόϟΎϳΎϬΗϻαΑϭ ϪϠϳϭρρϱϱΎλόϋ εΗϔΗ Ϫϋέ
έγΑΕΣέ ϪϠϣϧϟ ϱΎϫϪϣΎϣΣϟ ΕϓΎη αΑ ϪϠϣϧϟΕόϠρϭϻϷ ϱΎλόϟΕΩϣϭϝϣέϟΎϋΕϓϭΩϧόϟ Εοϛέ
ΕΣέ ’ ‘when the pigeon saw that ant, she went fast to look for a long stick, and
when she found this stick, she ran to her, stood on the sand and presented her with
the stick and the ant came out’.
Referencing Maintaining a chain of reference across a narrative makes a critical
contribution to text cohesion (Berman and Slobin 1994; Hickmann 1998). Reference was analyzed in two ways in this study. First, we looked at first mention or
introduction of the three animate protagonists of the story—the pigeon, the ant and
the hunter, as a measure of participants’ understanding that they constitute new
information. All three were appropriately introduced even in the youngest groups.
Only two children—one from nursery school and the other from kindergarten—did
not make reference to the pigeon at all, whereas four—three from nursery school
and one from kindergarten—inappropriately introduced it using a pronoun. Only
one participant introduced the ant as a pronoun, while the hunter was not referenced
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at all by only one nursery school participant and first mentioned as a pronoun
by two kindergarten children. It thus seems that by 1st grade, the overwhelming
majority of the participants were able to introduce the story protagonists properly.
At the same time, using body language and deictic pronouns to refer to protagonists dropped dramatically by 1st grade. This again indicated participants’ ability to
construe the story as an autonomous piece of discourse, maintaining protagonists’
identity appropriately across the text.
Lexicon Verbs proved to challenge this study’s participants more than nouns, given
that the whole story hinges upon both mental and concrete predications. Verbs
denoting emotions were the most difficult to reconstruct. For example, ΡέΟΗϻ ‘will
not hurt’ was reconstructed by only 14 participants, none younger than 1st grade.
The 10 adjectives in the text proved to be another useful measure of lexical
knowledge ofthe text. Although there was an increase in the number of reconstructed adjectives with age and schooling, most adjectives used by participants were not
the ones in the original text. Thus nursery schoolers produced 8 adjective lemmas,
none from the original 10 adjective list. By kindergarten and 1st grade, twice as
many adjective lemmas wereproduced, two from the original list in kindergarten–
ϩέϳΑϛ ‘big, Fm’ and έϳϐλ ‘small, Fm’, andfour in 1st grade, with Δϧϳϛγϣ ‘poor, Fm’
and ΩϳΩη ’ ‘strong’ from the text. 2nd graders had 27 adjective lemmas, of which 7
were reconstructed, including ϩήΧϷ‘the other, Fm’ ͲϪΑάόϟ ‘clear’, and ϪϤϟΆϣ ‘hurtful,
Fm’. 4th graders had 20 adjective lemmas, only four of which were reconstructed.
The two oldest groups had the largest number ofadjectives (29 and 38 respectively),
also reconstructing abstract and mental adjectives such as Ϫϳ˷ΩΟ ‘serious, Fm’, ΏγΎϧϣϟ
‘suitable’ and ϡΗΣϣ ‘certain’. This analysis indicates both a growth in the adjective
vocabulary as well as a growing ability to use the adjectives attributed in the text
to the protagonists, starting with general and concrete adjectives and moving to
specific and mental ones.

7.5 Conclusion
Both top-down (content and global structure) and bottom-up (morpho-syntactic and
lexical) measures indicate the consolidation of narrative abilities in the population
described here. In addition, the reconstructed narratives clearly showed the effect of
school literacy. The two preliterate groups used hardly any MSA words or any other
constructions, and when they did it was with erroneous morphology. School-going
participants used more MSA lexical items and also tried to change spoken dialect
words into more literate ones by exerting morpho-phonological changes—while at
the same time changing MSA words into spoken dialect forms. Finally, word order
was the most salient property of narrative style from early on, with verbs preceding subjects and same-subjects often deleted across large segments of text, as in
ϲϧϳΗΩϋΎγϙϧϷέϛη “:ϪϠϣϧϠϟΕϟϭϪ˴ϣΎϣΣϟΕόΟέϭ ” and came back the pigeon and told the
ant “thank you, for you have saved me” (1st grade girl).
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