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Purpose: The overall aim of this exploratory study was to evaluate personal 
narrative coherence in groups of children representing a range of cultural and/or 
linguistic backgrounds. Based on previous research, we expected to find effects 
based on culture/language participant group and the emotional valence of the 
prompt (positive, negative, neutral). We also anticipated potential interactions 
between culture/language participant group and prompt type. 
Method: Four hundred seventeen 10-year-old children from 21 culture/language 
participant groups took part in this cross-sectional study. The children were from 
19 countries or regions, speaking 18 different languages or dialects. All children 
were seen individually, either face-to-face or online, and asked to produce per-
sonal narratives in response to the Global Talking About Lived Experiences in 
Stories (TALES) protocol. Three of their narratives, each representing a different 
emotional valence—happy, angry, and a problem situation—were included in the 
current study. All narratives were coded for coherence using the multidimensional
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Narrative Coherence Coding Scheme (NaCCS), which yields a total coherence 
score and three coherence dimension subscores: context, chronology, and theme. 
Linear mixed models were used to identify differences in narrative coherence 
between culture/language participant groups and narrative prompt types. 
Results: We found significant main effects for both participant group and narra-
tive prompt type on total coherence scores, as well as a significant interaction 
effect. Overall, the problem prompt elicited more coherent narratives than the 
angry prompt. Performance varied notably across culture/language participant 
groups, with no consistent pattern of strength linked to prompt type. Additionally, 
some culture/language participant groups scored significantly lower on total 
coherence than others. Significant participant group effects were also observed 
across all three coherence dimension subscores, with the theme dimension 
showing the greatest number of between-groups differences. 
Conclusions: In an increasingly multicultural and plurilingual world, the need for 
ecologically valid tools to assess children’s spoken language skills is more 
critical than ever. Findings from this exploratory study offer further support for 
the use of the Global TALES protocol for eliciting personal narratives in chil-
dren from diverse cultural and/or linguistic backgrounds. Furthermore, results 
indicated that the NaCCS is a viable method for describing differences and 
similarities in personal narrative coherence among these diverse groups of 
children. Our next steps involve refining the coding framework and expanding 
our participant pool to include larger, more age- and ability-representative 
samples—with the ultimate aim of integrating personal narrative assessment 
and analysis into routine clinical practice worldwide. 
Supplemental Material: https://doi.org/10.23641/asha.32653314 
Personal narrative coherence relates to an individual’s 
ability to produce well-structured stories that make sense to 
a naive listener about personally experienced past events 
(Reese et al., 2011). Producing coherent personal narratives 
plays a prominent role in everyday communication (Preece, 
1987), at home, at school, and in the community. Children 
share personal narratives for a variety of communicative 
purposes, including connecting with friends and family; 
advocating for themselves; and describing, interpreting, and 
processing past experiences and traumatic events (Michelson, 
2023; Mossige et al., 2005; Peterson & McCabe, 1983; 
Vanaken et al., 2022). 

Production of coherent personal narratives draws on 
a range of language and cognitive skills (Gabaj et al., 
2025a). It involves retrieving a specific experience from 
memory, formulating sentences grammatically, and using 
appropriate vocabulary to provide enough detail about 
when and where the event happened, with sentences 
ordered into a logical sequence so the story is understand-
able to the listener, while conveying thematically what the 
experience meant to the individual. Our focus on coher-
ence in the current article arises from research linking the 
importance of personal narrative coherence to positive 
developmental outcomes, including mental well-being and 
maintaining peer relationships, from early childhood into 
adolescence and beyond (Chen et al., 2012; Davidson 
et al., 2017; Mitchell et al., 2020; Vanaken & Hermans, 
2021). Considering the importance of personal narrative 
•chools 1–25
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coherence to everyday functioning and well-being, personal 
narrative discourse offers an ecologically valid sampling 
context when appraising children’s spontaneous language 
skills, which may be useful for speech-language pathology 
assessment and progress-monitoring purposes. 

The growing number of culturally and/or linguisti-
cally diverse children and adolescents, associated with ris-
ing global mobility (Piccardo, 2018), presents a challenge 
for speech-language pathologists globally. Difficulty dis-
tinguishing between language differences (due to cultural 
and/or linguistic variations) and language disorders (due 
to a neurodevelopmental disorder learning [any] language) 
can result in either over- or underidentification of children 
or adolescents with developmental language disorder (e.g., 
see Bedore & Peña, 2008; Buac & Jarzynski, 2022). Mis-
identification, in turn, can result in inappropriate interven-
tion for children who do not need it or failure to provide 
intervention in a timely fashion for those who do need it, 
with significant long-term negative socio-emotional and 
academic implications (McGregor, 2020). This complexity 
underscores the need for ecologically valid, evidence-based 
assessment tools that are appropriate for children from 
culturally and/or linguistically diverse backgrounds and 
capable of distinguishing difference from disorder. 

To address this need, the Global TALES (Talking 
About Lived Experiences in Stories) Network, an interna-
tional team of child language researchers, set out to develop
 Terms of Use: https://pubs.asha.org/pubs/rights_and_permissions 
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the Global TALES protocol. It is a standard personal narra-
tive elicitation protocol aimed at promoting cross-cultural 
and cross-linguistic understanding of children’s  personal  nar-
rative abilities. The Global TALES protocol includes six 
emotion- and situation-based prompts. Children are asked to 
“tell me a story about a time when …  ”: you felt happy or 
excited, you felt worried or confused, you felt annoyed or 
angry, you felt proud of yourself, you had a problem and 
had to fix it, and something happened that was very impor-
tant to you. To avoid cultural bias, the child is not provided 
with pictures or a model story. For further details, p lease
visit https://osf.io/ztqg6/. 

Evidence of initial feasibility of the Global TALES 
protocol was reported in a pilot study, conducted with 
249 children from 10 different countries, speaking eight 
different languages (Westerveld et al., 2022). We limited 
the age range to 9- to 10-year-old children in the initial 
feasibility study because this age group matches children 
participating in the global Progress in International Liter-
acy Study (Mullis & Martin, 2019), and we wished to con-
trol the number of variables when piloting the tool across 
multiple culture/language groups. That study showed that 
the protocol could be successfully translated into different 
languages and was effective in eliciting comparable dis-
course samples from all participating children. Following 
the pilot investigation, the protocol has been successfully 
used with 5- to 16-year-old children from 15 different coun-
tries (Westerveld & Nelson, 2023), demonstrating that it is 
useful in capturing developmental advances from 7 to 
13 years of age (Kuvač Kraljević et al., 2023), can be admin-
istered face-to-face or via an online platform (Ferman & 
Kawar, 2023), and differentiates between 9- and 11-year-old 
children with and without developmental language disorder 
(Gabaj et al., 2025b). The current study builds on that body 
of work by including groups of children from a wider range 
of language and/or cultural backgrounds and investigating 
group-level similarities and differences by measuring three 
dimensions of coherence of personal narratives produced in 
response to the Global TALES proto col.

In prior research, evaluating personal narrative 
coherence has been conducted in a range of ways. Of the 
211 studies identified in a recent systematic review (Gupta 
et al., in press), 29 studies evaluated “coherence.” The most 
frequently used method (13 peer-reviewed studies) was the 
theoretically motivated Narrative Coherence Coding Scheme 
(NaCCS), developed by Reese et al. (2011; e.g., Bauer et al., 
2016; Chen et al., 2012), or an adapted version of it (e.g., 
Foldager et al., 2024). In the NaCCS, Reese et al. (2011) 
conceptualized analysis of personal narrative coherence as 
encompassing three key dimensions: context, chronology, 
and theme. Context helps the listener interpret where and 
when the event took place. Chronology refers to the tempo-
ral ordering of the events in the narrative, often indicated 
W
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through linguistic markers. Theme refers to the degree to 
which the narrative stays on topic, contains enough develop-
ment for the emotional point to be clear, and includes a reso-
lution accompanied by affective and evaluative information. 

In validating the coding scheme, Reese et al. (2011) 
analyzed personal narratives produced by 498 English-
speaking participants aged 3 years to adulthood. Their 
results showed that the NaCCS could be used with narra-
tives produced by children from preschool into adolescence 
and also revealed developmental changes in narrative coher-
ence across all three coherence dimensions (Reese et al., 
2011). The study showed further that chronological coherence 
develops from preschool into young adulthood, with maxi-
mum scores observed in young adulthood, whereas contex-
tual coherence develops more slowly, peaking a little later 
than chronological coherence, and, finally, that thematic 
coherence develops the slowest, showing continued develop-
ment throughout the lifespan. 

Cultural and/or Linguistic Variations in 
Personal Narrative Ability 

A broad goal of the Global TALES research effort 
has been to develop and test a common elicitation protocol 
to investigate cultural/linguistic variation in personal narra-
tive production. It is well known that sharing of personal 
narratives is universal (Wang, 2016) and that personal nar-
rative coherence is valued across cultures (Bliss & McCabe, 
2008; McCabe & Chang, 2013). Degrees and mechanisms 
of cultural variation are less well known, however. 

In line with social constructivist theories (Vygotsky, 
1978), children’s personal narrative development is influ-
enced across cultures by how their parents and other com-
munity members engage in narrative conversations with 
them. For example, research comparing cultures that are 
known for valuing independence (e.g., Australia, the 
United States) to cultures that are known for valuing 
interdependence (e.g., East Asia, China) has shown that 
mothers from cultures valuing independence used a high-
elaborative, independence-oriented style, whereas mothers 
from cultures valuing interdependence used a low-elaborative 
style that focused on social hierarchy and social norms 
(e.g., Wang & Fivush, 2005). It is hypothesized that these 
cultural differences in maternal discourse can explain asso-
ciated variations in how much children talk (Minami & 
McCabe, 1991; Westerveld et al., 2022) and in the way 
personal narratives are structured (Kupersmitt, 2015; 
Lai, 2020), including what children choose to talk about 
(Srivastava et al., 2023; Westby et al., 2023). Consistent with 
this line of research, better understanding of how children’s 
cultural background may influence their personal narrative 
coherence is important to ensure that personal narrative dif-
ferences (associated with cultural expectations and norms)
esterveld et al.: Personal Narrative Coherence: A Global Study 3
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are not mistaken for personal narrative difficulties (associ-
ated with language disorders). 

Apart from cultural influences, language-specific lin-
guistic conventions may influence which linguistic devices 
and structures children rely on for conveying personal nar-
ratives (Berman & Slobin, 1994) and how they might affect 
dimensions of coherence. Examples include language differ-
ences in grammatical morphemes, interclausal connectives, 
and syntactic structures, along with lexical items to denote 
temporality, manner, and causation, all of which could 
influence chronological coherence. For example, research 
on written narratives showed that language-specific gram-
matical conventions may influence narrative production for 
expressing temporality (Kupersmitt, 2015). Another exam-
ple, which could affect the dimension of context and counts 
of “complete” utterances, is that some languages (e.g., 
Spanish, Italian, Japanese) consistently allow the subject 
pronoun to be omitted (pro-drop) because the verb mor-
phology encodes the subject (compare Spanish “voy al mer-
cado” vs. English “I go to the market”). This results in 
shorter sentences, potentially affecting the classification of 
utterances as “complete and intelligible,” which could influ-
ence the overall utterance count as well as coding of the 
chronology dimension of the NaCCS. Another example of 
language-specific influences on word/morpheme counts is 
that, in English, verbs undergo morphological changes 
through verbal inflections to mark tense (past, present, or 
future), whereas Chinese languages such as Mandarin and 
Cantonese do not grammaticalize tense through verbal mor-
phology. Instead, temporal information in Chinese, also rel-
evant to the dimension of chronology, is conveyed through 
aspect markers, time adverbials, and contextual cues, add-
ing to word counts, as well as potentially affecting total 
coherence scores. Languages also may differ in their use of 
vocabulary, reflecting unique concepts or cultural habits 
with words that cannot be directly translated into other 
languages (e.g., hygge in Danish or gezellig in Dutch). Since 
the dimension of theme for the NaCCS (Reese et al., 2011), 
as applied in the current research, involves observations of 
causal linkages, elaborations of actions, and personal evalu-
ations, it stands to reason that language-specific and cultural-
specific features could influence children’s performance on 
any or all of the three dimensions of coherence coding 
and the total coherence score. 

Differences in performance across languages and/or 
cultures also may arise from lexical variations in the 
prompts that are used to elicit children’s personal narra-
tives. To illustrate, research into children’s understanding 
of emotion words (e.g., ashamed, guilty, disgusted, angry) 
showed significant differences between Chinese and American 
6-year-old children, when asked to “tell me one time 
when you felt really … .” The results showed that only 
55% of American children understood the word ashamed 
•4 Language, Speech, and Hearing Services in Schools 1–25
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compared to 96% of Chinese children (Wang & Leichtman, 
2000), whereas 69% of American children understood the 
word guilty compared to only 15% of the Chinese children. 
Interestingly, no effect of culture was found on the amount 
of talking (narrative volume). In our previous research, 
we found some language-specific challenges (Westerveld 
et al., 2022) when translating verbal prompts. For exam-
ple, in Brazil, the term for annoyed was replaced with 
angry; in Iceland, children did not readily understand the 
word worried. In Korean, there was a word that was simi-
lar to annoyed, but one would be annoyed with a situation, 
not a person—therefore, the suggested subprompt (included 
in the Global TALES protocol) for annoyed was not appro-
priate for Korean students (i.e., a time you were annoyed 
with a sibling). 

Studies investigating the effects of emotional valence 
on children’s personal narrative performance have high-
lighted how the valence of the prompt type (i.e., positive, 
negative,  or  neutral) might influence children’s personal 
narrative coherence. Fivush et al. (2008) argued that nega-
tive events may create “a problem to be solved” (p. 590), 
providing a structure to the story and prompting the child 
to more clearly search for meaning and thereby potentially 
enhancing the coherence theme score in particular. This 
may explain why children with typical development have 
been found to produce better structured, more coherent 
stories (as scored with the NaCCS) in response to negative 
prompts (e.g., scary, angry) than to positive prompts (e.g., 
happy; Fivush et al., 2008; Kuvač Kraljević et al., 2023). 
Kuvač Kraljević et al. (2023) also found that personal 
narratives in response to negative and neutral prompts 
were chronologically better ordered and thematically more 
elaborated than narratives in response to positive prompts. 
To the authors’ knowledge, whether these effects extend 
to children from a range of cultural and/or language back-
grounds has not yet been investigated.

Personal Narrative Coherence: Cross-Cultural 
and/or Cross-Linguistic Research 

Single culture/language studies of personal narrative 
development are fairly common. A recent systematic review 
identified 211 peer-reviewed papers and theses (not limited 
to date of publication) focused on personal narratives of 
children aged between 4 and 18 years (Gupta et al., in press). 
The majority of studies (~70%) reported on English-
speaking participants (although the language used was 
not explicitly reported in ~35% of studies); 8% reported 
on Spanish-speaking children, and 4% involved Mandarin-
speaking children. Other languages (< 4 papers per lan-
guage) included Arabic, Croatian, Danish, Dutch, Estonian, 
Filipino, French, German, Greek, Hebrew, Hindi, Icelandic, 
Indonesian, Italian, Japanese, Norwegian, Russian, Swedish,
 Terms of Use: https://pubs.asha.org/pubs/rights_and_permissions 



 

Thai, Turkish, Ukrainian, and Urdu. Although 35% of 
studies reported recruiting a “culturally diverse” group to 
constitute their sample, only 4% (nine published studies) 
reported recruiting explicitly different cultural groups for 
comparison purposes. As reported by Gupta et al., major 
difficulties in comparing results across studies include the 
wide range of personal narrative elicitation and analysis 
methods used in previous research. 

Most of the 13 studies identified by Gupta et al. 
(in press) as evaluating the “coherence” of personal narra-
tive with the NaCCS rating scale involved English-speaking 
children. However, one study recruited 7- to 14-year-old 
children speaking Danish (Foldager et al., 2024) and 
reported using a heavily adapted version of the NaCCS. 
Another study involved 7- to 13-year-old Croatian-speaking 
participants with typical development (Kuvač Kraljević 
et al., 2023), whereas a more recent Croatian study (not 
included in the systematic review) involved 10-year-old chil-
dren with developmental language disorder (Gabaj, et al., 
2025b). These Croatian studies showed improving perfor-
mance with age on the NaCCS, consistent with previous 
research (Reese et al., 2011), and they showed sensitivity of 
the NaCCS to language difficulty on the dimensions of 
chronology and theme (Gabaj et al., 2025b), with the typi-
cally developing children demonstrating better performance 
on these dimensions. Although these studies showed that a 
translated version of the NaCCS can be used effectively 
with some non–English-speaking children, these results need 
to be confirmed with children from other non–English-
speaking backgrou nds.

Of the studies included in the systematic review 
(Gupta et al., in press) as specifically assessing personal nar-
rative coherence, only one study recruited  children  from  mul-
tiple cultural backgrounds (Reese et al., 2017). Reese et al. 
investigated the links between narrative identity, personality 
traits, and well-being in 263 adolescents (ages 12–21 years) 
who  were  living  as  part  of  communities  with  one  of  three
cultural backgrounds in New Zealand: Māori, Chinese, or 
European. All participants were asked to provide turning 
point narratives (an event that changed their lives or the 
kind of person they are) in English. Narratives were coded 
for causal coherence (reference to a change in personality) 
and thematic coherence (based on the theme dimension of 
the NaCCS). Although thematic coherence showed a posi-
tive association with well-being for Māori adolescents 
(only), there were no culture-based differences for thematic 
coherence. These results indicate that the thematic element 
of the NaCCS may be useful when appraising personal 
narrative coherence in English-speaking children from dif-
ferent cultural backgrounds. Taken together, there is cur-
rently no unified picture of the extent to which, or the ways 
in which, personal narrative coherence depends on language-
specific properties and/or cultural  practices.  In  t  his large-scale,
W
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exploratory study, we make a first attempt to address this 
gap and advance our understanding of this important issue. 

The Current Study 

In this exploratory study, we used the Global 
TALES protocol to elicit personal narratives from a large 
number of children from a range of different countries 
and evaluated coherence using the NaCCS (Reese et al., 
2011). A total of 417 children (from 21 culture/language 
participant groups, some of which were described as par-
ticipants in previous studies) produced personal narratives 
in response to the six Global TALES protocol prompts 
(either face-to-face or online). We deliberately recruited 
“typically developing” 9- to 11-year-old children who 
spoke their native language > 80% of the time at home, 
as per our previous investigation (Westerveld et al., 2022). 
Responses to three of the prompts (happy/excited, angry/ 
worried, and problem situation) were chosen to be ana-
lyzed for coherence because they could reflect three differ-
ent emotional valences (positive, negative, and neutral), 
based on previous research (Kuvač Kraljević et al., 2023). 
We selected the NaCCS for analysis of coherence, as this 
was the most frequently used coherence coding scheme in 
previous research, and it was based on a clear theoretical 
foundation for considering three coherence dimensions of 
context, chronology, and theme (Reese et al., 2011). Thus, 
this coding system choice also supported our second 
research aim of investigating culture/language participant 
group effects on the three coherence dimensions in the cod-
ing scheme. Our specific research questions were as foll ows:

1. What are the effects of participant group (defined 
by cultural/language background) and narrative 
prompt type (happy, angry, problem situation) on the 
total coherence scores of children’s personal narra-
tives, and how do these factors interact? 

2. Do coherence subscores for the three dimensions 
(context, chronology, and theme) vary across partici-
pant groups (defined by cultural/language background) 
when examined collectively across the three narrative 
prompt types (happy, angry, problem situation)? 

Because of the number of culture/language partici-
pant groups (N = 21) and the risk of overinterpreting our 
results based on relatively small individual participant 
group sizes, we specify broad, directional hypotheses 
focused on overall effects and their interaction rather than 
group-specific contrasts. For Research Question 1, we 
hypothesized that total coherence scores would differ 
across culture/language participant groups, based on pre-
vious research outlining cultural influences on children’s 
coherence of (written) personal narratives (Kupersmitt, 
2015). We further expected that total coherence scores would
esterveld et al.: Personal Narrative Coherence: A Global Study 5
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differ across narrative prompt types (Fivush et al., 2008; 
Gabaj et al., 2025c), with the negative prompt (angry/ 
annoyed) eliciting more coherent personal narratives than the 
positive prompt (happy/excited). We also hypothesized inter-
actions between culture/language group and prompt type, 
such that the magnitude of prompt-type differences would 
vary across culture/language participant groups (e.g., Wang 
& Leichtman, 2000), due to the possible influence of cultural 
differences in parental engagement in narrative conversations 
that could affect children’s personal narrative performance. 

For Research Question 2, we expected coherence 
dimension subscores to differ across culture/language partici-
pant groups, based on prior research suggesting children’s 
cultural/language background influences how they may struc-
ture their narratives (e.g., Lai, 2020; Reese et al., 2017). 
Finally, we anticipated that the effect of narrative prompt type 
on coherence dimension subscores might vary across culture/ 
language participant groups. However, given the exploratory 
nature of the study and the limited prior research, we did not 
specify an a priori directional hypothesis for this interaction. 
Method 

Participants 

Study participants were recruited through the authors’ 
research and personal networks. All authors named on this 
report (with the exception of the project’s  statistical  consul-
tant [S.M.]) were members of the Global TALES Network. 
There were 417 participants from 21 culture/language partici-
pant groups, representing 19 different countries (two dis-
tinct culture/language groups each from Canada [Canada-E 
for English and Canada-F for French] and Israel [Israel_A 
for Arabic and Israel_H for Hebrew]) or regions (Hong Kong 
is considered a special administrative region of China) and 
speaking 18 different languages (i.e., three groups spoke 
English) or dialects (Cypriot Greek and Ghanaian English 
were considered dialects). Participant numbers ranged from 
18 to 20 children per cultural/language participant group, with 
an overall mean age of 10;2 (years;months; SD = 5.9 months; 
range: 89–142 mon ths).

Twelve of the 21 culture/language participant groups 
in the current study were reported on in previous studies 
(Einarsdóttir & Þráinsdóttir, 2023; Ferman & Kawar, 
2023; Kuvač Kraljević et al., 2023; Lyons et al., 2023; 
Theodorou et al., 2023; Westby et al., 2023; Westerveld 
et al., 2022; Yaşar-Gündüz, 2024). An additional partici-
pant group (Ghanaian children) was part of a larger PhD 
study (J.B.). All children met the following inclusion cri-
teria, as confirmed through written parent report in the 
form of a brief demographic questionnaire (with exceptions 
noted for Cyprus and Ghana): (a) ages between 9;6 and
•6 Language, Speech, and Hearing Services in Schools 1–25
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10;11 (except children in Cyprus ranging from age 7;4 to 
11;9 and in Ghana ranging from age 8;10 to 10;11), (b) no 
history of speech and language difficulties, (c) currently not 
receiving specialist services (e.g., speech-language therapy), 
and (d) native speakers of the majority language of the 
country or region in which the protocol was administered 
(except children in Ghana speaking “Ghanaian English” 
but using other languages at home). 

To control for potential socioeconomic variations, we 
aimed to invite children who attended schools located in a 
middle-income area. To ensure roughly equal sample sizes, 
we aimed for 20 children per participant group. If there were 
more children in a group, we randomly selected 20 children 
while maintaining an equal number of male and female par-
ticipants in each group where possible. Table 1 provides an 
overview of participant details, including the child’s country or 
region, language spoken, chronological age, gender, relative 
income area of the child’s school (low, middle, high), (first) 
parent’s highest level of education, and family’s reported 
income relative to the average income in their country. 

Procedure 

Ethics permission was obtained through the Human 
Research Ethics Committee at Griffith University (No. 2018/ 
273 and No. 2020/942) in Australia. All other research groups 
obtained ethics approval from their universities or governing 
bodies, when required, often using a prior approval process. 
Parents provided written consent for their children to partici-
pate in the study, and children provided written and/or verbal 
assent prior to the session. Across the different culture/ 
language participant groups, data collection occurred between 
2019 and 2025. In the face-to-face condition, children were 
seen individually in a quiet location, often at the child’s 
school, in their home, or in a community venue. In the online 
condition, children were often at home, occasionally with a 
parent present. All examiners were qualified speech-language 
pathologists, psychologists, linguists, or students in speech-
language pathology, psychology, or linguistics under supervi-
sion of qualified professionals. The exception was one teacher 
pursuing a Master of Arts degree in special and inclusive edu-
cation (Malaysia). All examiners were native speakers of the 
language in which the task was elicited, except in Malaysia 
where the examiner, although not a native speaker, was fluent 
in Malay. Prior to commencing the data collection, all exam-
iners read the administration manual, watched the demonstra-
tion video, and practiced administering the protocol with at 
least one child who did not participate in the study. 

Personal Narrative Task 
All children were asked to “tell a story” in response 

to the six Global TALES prompts (available for download 
in translated versions at https://osf.io/ztqg6). As per the
 Terms of Use: https://pubs.asha.org/pubs/rights_and_permissions 
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Table 1. Participant demographics. 

Group n F/M Mode 

Age (months) Parent education (first parent) SES Relative income 

M (SD) PS HS TQ B PG NR Low Mid H NR L Av H NR 

AUS 20 10/10 F2F 124.00 (4.26) 20% 10% 50% 20% 5% 70% 30% 35% 45% 10% 

BRA 20 11/9 F2F 124.70 (1.72) 30% 15% 50% 5% 40% 50% 5% 5% 100% 

CAN_EN 20 11/9 OL 119.75 (6.72) 5% 10% 40% 40% 5% 65% 30% 5% 5% 35% 45% 5% 

CAN_FR 20 11/9 OL 116.25 (7.69) 10% 40% 50% 65% 35% 5% 35% 60% 

CRO 20 10/10 F2F 123.20 (1.88) 9.5% 10.5% 100% 5% 55% 25% 15% 

CYP 20 11/9 F2F 121.55 (10.67) 30% 65% 5% 100% 100% 

DK 20 14/6 F2F 124.50 (3.47) 20% 35% 65% 100% 5% 65% 20% 5% 

GHA 18 9/11 F2F 117.89 (9.35) 100% 39% 33% 28% 39% 33% 28% 

GRE 20 10/10 F2F 122.35 (7.03) 45% 25% 30% 100% 100% 

HK_SAR 20 12/8 OL 126.20 (4.15) 25% 40% 35% 5% 75% 10% 10% 10% 60% 30% 

ICE 20 10/10 OL 121.95 (3.56) 10% 25% 25% 40% 5% 90% 5% 75% 25% 

IRE 19 13/6 OL 125.37 (3.73) 21% 26% 47% 5% 100% 90% 10% 

ISR_A 20 10/10 OL 125.90 (3.85) 30% 65% 5% 30% 70% 5% 65% 30% 

ISR_H 20 10/10 F2F 122.90 (3.85) 20% 10% 65% 5% 100% 5% 65% 30% 

MAL 20 10/10 OL 124.65 (5.93) 10% 5% 10% 35% 25% 15% 75% 20% 5% 5% 55% 35% 5% 

ML_CHINA 20 9/11 F2F 117.85 (2.18) 5% 45% 30% 20% 10% 70% 5% 15% 10% 70% 5% 15% 

S_KOR 20 10/10 OL 119.90 (3.16) 15% 70% 15% 95% 5% 5% 65% 30% 

SP 20 10/10 F2F 128.35 (4.93) 20% 10% 70% 35% 65% 25% 75% 

TAIW 20 9/11 F2F 123.25 (3.08) 20% 10% 40% 30% 90% 10% 90% 10% 

TUR 20 10/10 OL 124.25 (4.14) 25% 35% 25% 15% 5% 90% 5% 10% 70% 20% 

USA 20 10/10 F2F 123.10 (4.40) 20% 10% 25% 25% 20% 10% 45% 25% 20% 15% 40% 25% 20% 

Note. F/M indicates the number of female and male participants. Mode refers to the elicitation method. F2F = face-to-face; OL = online. Age is presented in months, with mean 
and standard deviation. Parent education (first parent) includes the highest level of education attained by the first parent: PS = primary school; HS = high school; TQ = trade qualifi-
cation; B = bachelor’s degree; PG = postgraduate degree; and NR = not reported. SES (socioeconomic status) categories include Low, Mid, H = High, and NR = not reported. Rela-
tive income refers to household income levels relative to national standards: L = very low/low; Av = average; H = high; and NR = not reported. The groups listed in the table refer to 
the following countries or regions: AUS = Australia; BRA = Brazil; CAN_EN = English-speaking children from Canada; CAN_FR = French-speaking children from Canada; CRO = 
Croatia; CYP = Cyprus; DK = Denmark; GHA = Ghana; GRE = Greece; HK_SAR = Hong Kong Special Administrative Region; ICE = Iceland; IRE = Ireland; ISR_A = Arabic-speaking 
children in Israel; ISR_H = Hebrew-speaking children in Israel; MAL = Malaysia; ML_CHINA = Mainland China; S_KOR = South Korea; SP = Spain; TAIW = Taiwan; TUR = Turkey; 
and USA = United States of America.
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protocol, if the child could not think of a story, the exam-
iner provided one or two scripted follow-up prompts. To 
encourage the child to continue their story, neutral encour-
agements were allowed, such as “Tell me more” or “And 
then?” All protocol prompts were asked in a set order and 
were presented simultaneously in written format on lami-
nated cards or on the computer screen, except in Mainland 
China where the prompts were provided only verbally. The 
protocol was translated, when required, by one of the 
researchers who was a native speaker of the language.
 

 

Transcription and Analysis 
The sessions were audio-recorded for transcription 

and analysis purposes. The three prompts that were ana-
lyzed for the current study, happy/excited, angry/annoyed, 
and problem situation, were chosen to reflect three differ-
ent emotional valences (positive, negative, and neutral). 
Children’s personal narrative samples were transcribed 
verbatim in their native language by native language 
speakers experienced in transcribing language samples. As 
per standard Systematic Analysis of Language Transcripts 
(SALT) conventions (Miller, Andriacchi, et al., 2020), all 
reformulations, repetitions, false starts, and filler words 
(e.g., uhm, like) were put in brackets and not included as 
part of the analysis. Utterance segmentation was based on 
communication units (C-units), defined as an independent 
clause with its modifiers. Only complete and intelligible 
utterances were counted as C-units; unfinished and inter-
rupted utterances were not included. 

Personal narratives were defined as a narrative con-
taining at least two time-bound (called “restricted”)  narra-
tive clauses (Labov & Waletzky, 1997). Restricted narrative 
clauses are thus clauses that refer to past personally experi-
enced events that can be put on a timeline (e.g., I  went  to
the park; My brother asked me if I wanted to come). Evalua-
tive statements were not considered narrative clauses (e.g., 
That was so much fun; We really loved going there; We never 
know how to solve these problems). Children’s  responses  to
the three prompts that were relevant to the current study 
were thus categorized as follows: No PN = not a personal 
narrative, if it did not contain at least two restricted narra-
tive clauses; PN = personal narrative, if it contained at least 
two restricted narrative clauses; and NR = no response to 
either the original prompt or follow-up prompts. Children’s 
verbal productivity, which was measured only for attempts 
that met the PN criteria, involved counting the total number 
of words (or characters, for transcripts from Hong Kong, 
Mainland China, and Taiwan) per personal narrative. Word 
(or character) counts were calculated automatically using SALT 
(Miller, Gillon, & Westerveld, 2020), manually, or using a 
language-specific program (https://malgreinir.herokuapp.com/). 
Table 2 shows the distribution of the types of responses 
(No PN, PN, NR) to each personal narrative prompt 
•8 Language, Speech, and Hearing Services in Schools 1–25

Downloaded from: https://pubs.asha.org 178.233.209.207 on 07/15/2026,
(happy, angry, problem situation) by participant group. 
Supplemental Material S1 shows these same data as stacked 
bar graphs. Children’s verbal productivity was measured 
as the total number of words or characters per PN. 
These measures are reported for descriptive purposes only 
in Table 3. 

Coding Personal Narrative Coherence 
The NaCCS, as described by Reese et al. (2011), 

was used to assess personal narrative coherence, with minor 
refinements and added descriptors to facilitate interrater 
reliability (Gabaj et al., 2025b). Each narrative was scored 
on a scale from 0 to 3 on the three dimensions: context, 
chronology, and theme (for a maximum total score of 9). 
The context dimension evaluates the degree to which the 
child orients the narrative in time and place. The chronol-
ogy dimension evaluates whether the child relates narrative 
components along a timeline. The theme dimension evalu-
ates how well the child maintains the topic and elaborates 
it by using causal statements, personal interpretations, and 
evaluations, with links to autobiographical experiences. The 
adapted coding scheme is included in the Appendix. 

Reliability 
Establishing reliability of coherence coding within 

and between culture/language participant groups that vary 
in language and/or cultural background is a challenging 
task. To maximize reliability coding for this global study, 
we used the following five-step process: Step 1: Two native, 
or highly proficient, speakers from each culture/language 
participant group viewed the coding scheme and the exem-
plars, focusing on the criteria for identifying narrative 
clauses (determining PN status) and for awarding scores of 
1–3 for theme (as the most challenging of the three judg-
ments). Step 2: One native (or highly proficient) speaker 
from each participant group attended at least one of the 10 
scheduled drop-in sessions or arranged an individual meet-
ing with the first author (M.F.W.) to discuss elements that 
were difficult to code. Step 3: One native speaker coded all 
20 transcripts in their own language. Step 4: English trans-
lations were created for a representative subgroup of sam-
ples using Google Translate (if needed), which were sent to 
the first author (M.F.W.), who, acknowledging that these 
were translated stories, reviewed them and provided feed-
back regarding consistency with NaCCS standards and 
coding by other researcher groups. Step 5: Following any 
adjustments, the second native coder reviewed the coding 
of the first native coder and marked disagreements. At that 
point, the percent of agreement was calculated for each ele-
ment (context, chronology, theme). Then, the two native 
speaker coders met and discussed discrepancies to reach 
100% agreement on scores to be used for analysis. If a score 
discrepancy could not be resolved, the narrative was dis-
cussed at a drop-in meeting with the first author (M.F.W.)
 Terms of Use: https://pubs.asha.org/pubs/rights_and_permissions 
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Table 2. Percentage of responses by participant group for each prompt. 

Group Happy PN Angry PN Problem PN 

No PN PN NR No PN PN NR No PN PN NR 

Australia 5.0% 95.0% 0.0% 20.0% 80.0% 0.0% 0.0% 100.0% 0.0% 

Brazil 10.0% 90.0% 0.0% 10.0% 90.0% 0.0% 25.0% 75.0% 0.0% 

Canada_EN 5.0% 95.0% 0.0% 30.0% 70.0% 0.0% 5.0% 80.0% 15.0% 

Canada_FR 0.0% 100% 0.0% 20.0% 75.0% 5.0% 0.0% 90.0% 10.0% 

Croatia 5.0% 95.0% 0.0% 10.0% 90.0% 0.0% 5.0% 90.0% 5.0% 

Cyprus 10.0% 90.0% 0.0% 25.0% 70.0% 5.0% 20.0% 60.0% 20.0% 

Denmark 15.0% 85.0% 0.0% 20.0% 75.0% 5.0% 0.0% 90.0% 10.0% 

Ghana 27.8% 72.2% 0.0% 5.6% 88.9% 5.6% 5.6% 77.8% 16.7% 

Greece 10.0% 90.0% 0.0% 30.0% 70.0% 0.0% 10.0% 90.0% 0.0% 

HK SAR 25.0% 75.0% 0.0% 5.0% 95.0% 0.0% 15.0% 85.0% 0.0% 

Iceland 25.0% 75.0% 0.0% 50.0% 50.0% 0.0% 0.0% 100% 0.0% 

Ireland 15.8% 84.2% 0.0% 26.3% 68.4% 5.3% 10.5% 73.7% 15.8% 

Israel_A 30.0% 70.0% 0.0% 30.0% 70.0% 0.0% 10.0% 90.0% 0.0% 

Israel_H 10.0% 90.0% 0.0% 0.0% 90.0% 10% 15.0% 85.0% 0.0% 

Malaysia 15.0% 85.0% 0.0% 10.0% 85.0% 5.0% 15.0% 75.0% 10.0% 

ML China 15.0% 85.0% 0.0% 10.0% 85.0% 5.0% 15.0% 85.0% 0.0% 

S. Korea 10.5% 89.5% 0.0% 10.0% 90.0% 0.0% 5.0% 95.0% 0.0% 

Spain 5.0% 95.0% 0.0% 5.0% 95.0% 0.0% 5.0% 95.0% 0.0% 

Taiwan 0.0% 100% 0.0% 0.0% 100% 0.0% 0.0% 100% 0.0% 

Turkey 30.0% 70.0% 0.0% 15.0% 85.0% 0.0% 10.0% 90.0% 0.0% 

USA 75.0% 25.0% 0.0% 65.0% 35.0% 0.0% 10.0% 90.0% 0.0% 

Note. PN = personal narrative; NR = no response; Canada_EN = English-speaking children from Canada; Canada_FR = French-speaking children 
from Canada; HK SAR = Hong Kong Special Administrative Region; Israel_A = Arabic-speaking children in Israel; Israel_H = Hebrew-speaking 
children in Israel; ML China = Mainland China; S. Korea = South Korea; USA = United States of America. 
to reach consensus. Throughout this process, M.F.W. 
consulted Professor Elaine Reese (the first author of the 
article that introduced the NaCCS), who provided feed-
back on her agreement with the accuracy of the coding of 
24 representative narrative samples (some in English and 
some translated to English). These were added to the list 
of exemplars. Supplemental Material S2 provides an 
overview of the reliability process and data. Supplemental 
Material S3 provides examples of three coded personal 
narratives. 

Data Screening and Analysis Approach 

As shown in Table 2, not all children produced 
responses to all three of the prompts used in this study that 
qualified as personal narratives, with 17.5% of children not 
producing a happy (or excited) narrative, 19.9% not produc-
ing an angry (or annoyed) narrative, and 13.2% of children 
not producing a problem narrative. To potentially assist in 
our choice of statistical analysis method, Little’s Missing 
Completely At Random (MCAR) test was conducted to 
assess whether the missing data were missing completely at 
random. The test was not statistically significant, χ2 (9) = 
15.63, p = .075, indicating that the data are consistent with 
the assumption of MCAR. Regardless, to adequately deal 
W
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with unequal sample sizes, model complexity, and repeated 
measures, we selected to run linear mixed models (LMMs). 

Approximately half of the personal narratives were elic-
ited in face-to-face mode (594; 56.9%), with the remaining 
narratives elicited online. To determine if elicitation mode sig-
nificantly influenced narrative coherence (without complicat-
ing the overall model), a linear mixed-effects model was con-
ducted to examine the effect of mode on coherence scores, 
with random effects accounted for as appropriate. The fixed 
effect of mode was not statistically significant, F(1, 408.56) = 
1.37, p = .243, partial η2 = .003, indicating that mode did not 
significantly predict coherence scores. Therefore, elicitation 
mode was not considered in the subsequent analyses. 

To answer the two research questions, LMMs were 
estimated using restricted maximum likelihood. For the first 
research question, an LMM was fitted to examine the effects 
of narrative prompt type, participant group, and their interac-
tion on total coherence scores. The model included random 
intercepts for participants and specified an autoregressive 
(AR(1)) covariance structure matrix for repeated measures 
across narrative prompt types. To answer the second 
research question, three separate LMMs were conducted to 
examine potential differences in the three dependent coher-
ence variables, which were scores for context, chronology,
esterveld et al.: Personal Narrative Coherence: A Global Study 9
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Table 3. Length of personal narrative by prompt and participant group in number of words/characters.a 

Group Happy prompt Angry prompt Problem prompt 

M (SD); range M (SD); range M (SD); range 

Australia 108.6 (40.7); 54.0–239.0 108.6 (54.5); 29.0–236.0 126.5 (64.8); 22.0–246.0 

Brazil 76.7 (67.8); 22.0–315.0 92.6 (89.3); 21.0–370.0 91.2 (72.4); 22.0–287.0 

Canada_EN 86.1 (43.6); 31.0–190.0 92.7 (33.7); 14.0–137.0 133.1 (48.5); 69.0–225.0 

Canada_FR 94.1 (70.2); 14.0–269.0 115.1 (92.0); 27.0–332.0 147.4 (115.1); 42.0–448.0 

Croatia 110.1 (129.9); 36.0–623.0 78.5 (39.2); 29.0–168.0 85.8 (48.7); 35.0–201.0 

Cyprus 32.3 (17.3); 9.0–84.0 45.7 (55.2); 10.0–218.0 66.5 (50.5); 22.0–190.0 

Denmark 91.3 (37.8); 48.0–185.0 92.8 (35.1); 50.0–146.0 120.4 (72.0); 21.0–354.0 

Ghana 69.8 (67.6); 13.0–283.0 67.3 (48.3); 16.0–220.0 84.6 (68.0); 27.0–294.0 

Greece 48.6 (23.2); 13.0–94.0 53.0 (23.2); 14.0–89.0 68.8 (45.0); 16.0–197.0 

HK SARa 199.1 (151.3); 62.0–576.0 165.6 (86.0); 36.0–310.0 163.3 (100.0); 46.0–367.0 

Iceland 78.9 (37.3); 38.0–173.0 90.7 (40.1); 52.0–185.0 78.0 (45.7); 38.0–245.0 

Ireland 68.6 (24.3); 34.0–114.0 55.5 (22.8); 17.0–97.0 69.6 (32.9); 26.0–156.0 

Israel_A 32.6 (14.7); 20.0–75.0 38.3 (21.2); 20.0–94.0 36.9 (15.6); 16.0–74.0 

Israel_H 72.3 (45.9); 14.0–171.0 57.2 (28.8); 27.0–117.0 81.6 (48.8); 25.0–220.0 

Mainland Chinaa 156.3 (72.4); 73.0–361.0 179.2 (84.3); 90.0–428.0 130.3 (54.8); 57.0–212.0 

Malaysia 30.4 (18.7); 11.0–73.0 49.4 (38.6); 15.0–152.0 40.4 (24.7); 12.0–88.0 

South Korea 56.1 (57.4); 17.0–270.0 54.1 (36.1); 18.0–137.0 55.3 (36.3); 11.0–152.0 

Spain 37.7 (17.3); 10.0–78.0 36.3 (18.0); 12.0–76.0 73.0 (48.0); 24.0–202.0 

Taiwana 162.9 (197.7); 24.0–840.0 127.7 (165.4); 29.0–747.0 113.1 (83.8); 30.0–312.0 

Turkey 55.4 (41.1); 12.0–138.0 78.0 (77.0); 11.0–354.0 80.4 (101.7); 24.0–469.0 

USA 74.4 (38.1); 45.0–140.0 86.3 (52.1); 29.0–181.0 104.9 (69.9); 33.0–344.0 

Note. EN = English-speaking; FR = French-speaking; HK = Hong Kong; SAR = Special Administrative Region; A = Arabic-speaking; 
H = Hebrew-speaking; Malaysia = Malay-speaking children only; USA = United States of America. 
a Length measured in the number of characters. 

 

and theme, across the three narrative prompt types (happy/ 
excited, angry/annoyed, and problem situation). The model 
included random intercepts for each participant to account 
for repeated measures, and an unstructured covariance 
structure was used because it makes no assumptions about 
the pattern of covariance between measures. Group was 
entered as a fixed factor to allow for the establishment of 
group differences. 

Data screening indicated most assumptions were 
met, including residual normality (normal histogram and 
Q–Q plot of residuals). Although a potential violation of 
the homoscedasticity assumption was observed (e.g., diag-
onal patterns in residual scatter plot of predicted values 
by residuals), the linear mixed-effects model was retained 
due to its robustness to moderate heteroscedasticity. 
Results 

Effects of Participant Group and Narrative 
Prompt Type on Total Coherence Scores 

Question 1 investigated the effects of culture/language 
participant group and narrative prompt type on the total 
•10 Language, Speech, and Hearing Services in Schools 1–25
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coherence scores of children’s personal narratives, as well as 
the interaction. An LMM with an AR(1) covariance struc-
ture revealed meaningful variability between participants; 
therefore, the random intercept of participant was retained 
(variance = 0.39, standard error [SE] = 0.20, intraclass 
correlation coefficient [ICC] = .17). Significant main 
effects of narrative prompt type (happy, angry, problem), 
F(2, 537.88) = 4.38, p = .013 (partial eta squared [η2 p]  =
.016), and group (culture/language group), F(20, 386.86) = 
8.82, p <  .001,  η2 p = .31, were found on total coherence 
scores, which could range from 0 to 9 (based on a maxi-
mum score of 3 for each of the three dimensions, context, 
chronology, and theme). Furthermore, a significant Narra-
tive Prompt Type × Group interaction was found for total 
coherence scores, F(40, 523.37) = 1.83, p = .002, indicating 
that the effect of narrative prompt type was not consistent 
across culture/language grou ps.

Because there was a significant main effect for nar-
rative prompt type, post hoc pairwise comparisons using 
Bonferroni correction were conducted to examine differ-
ences between narrative prompt type across groups. The 
problem narratives had the highest estimated marginal 
mean coherence score (M = 5.10, SE = 0.08), followed by 
happy narratives (M = 4.93, SE = 0.09), and angry
 Terms of Use: https://pubs.asha.org/pubs/rights_and_permissions 



 

narratives (M = 4.79, SE = 0.09). Pairwise comparisons 
showed a statistically significant difference between prob-
lem and angry (p = .010) but no significant differences 
between happy and angry (p = .552) or problem and happy 
(p = .413). To investigate the effect of narrative prompt 
type on total coherence scores within culture/language par-
ticipant groups, simple effects analyses were conducted. 
Pairwise comparisons of total coherence scores by narrative 
prompt type within each participant group (adjusted using 
Bonferroni correction) revealed significant differences in 
coherence scores for the following participant groups only: 
Taiwan and Spain (angry < problem) and Mainland China 
(happy > problem). Figure 1 shows the estimated marginal 
means by narrative prompt type for each culture/language 
group, with SE indications. 

Because there was a significant main effect for group 
(culture/language participant group), we investigated the 
effect of participant group on total coherence scores by con-
ducting simple effects analyses. Pairwise comparisons of total 
coherence scores by group (using Bonferroni correction) 
revealed significant differences in coherence by group. Sup-
plemental Material S4 shows the pairwise comparisons table, 
illustrating the mean difference in coherence score, SE,  sig-
nificance, and 95% confidence intervals. The differences are 
graphically displayed as a heatmap in Figure 2. Each cell 
represents the mean difference from Group 1 (rows) to
Figure 1. Estimated marginal means of total scores by narrative promp
Canada; Canada_FR = French-speaking children from Canada; SAR = S
in Israel; Israel_H = Hebrew-speaking children in Israel; USA = United St

We
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Group 2 (columns). The color gradient indicates the direc-
tion and magnitude of the differences, with annotations 
showing the exact values. As shown in Figure 2, for exam-
ple, participants in Australia obtained significantly higher 
(red shadings) coherence scores than three other participant 
groups: Iceland (performed lower by an estimated mean of 
1.43), Spain (1.67 lower), and Malaysia (1.75 lower). In com-
parison, Brazil scored significantly lower (blue shadings) 
than seven other participant groups, including Canada_EN 
(1.58 higher than Brazil). As shown, the performance of chil-
dren in the United States and Taiwan did not differ signifi-
cantly from any other countries  or  region  s.

Interaction Effects for Prompt Type by 
Participant Group on Total Coherence Scores 

The significant interaction found for narrative prompt 
type by culture/language participant group was investigated 
further. An exploratory k-means cluster analysis was con-
ducted on estimated marginal means of coherence scores 
across three narrative prompt types (happy, angry,  and
problem) for all 21 culture/language participant groups. The 
goal was to identify patterns in narrative coherence across 
the culture/language participant groups. The elbow plot of 
the within-cluster sums of squares revealed a two-cluster 
solution. Cluster 1 includes Australia, Canada_EN, Canada_FR, 
Croatia, Denmark, Greece, Hong Kong SAR, Ireland,
t type and group. Canada_EN = English-speaking children from 
pecial Administrative Region; Israel_A = Arabic-speaking children 
ates of America. 

sterveld et al.: Personal Narrative Coherence: A Global Study 11
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Figure 2. Heatmap showing significant pairwise comparisons of total coherence scores between culture/language participant groups, with 
numbers indicating difference scores. Canada_EN = English-speaking children from Canada; Canada_FR = French-speaking children from 
Canada; SAR = Special Administrative Region; Israel_A = Arabic-speaking children in Israel; Israel_H = Hebrew-speaking children in Israel; 
USA = United States of America. 
Israel_H, Mainland China, Turkey, and the United 
States. As shown in Figure 3, Cluster 1 shows consistently 
higher scores across all narrative prompt types, with rela-
tively balanced performance across the three prompt types 
(emotional valence). Cluster 2 includes Brazil, Cyprus, 
Ghana, Iceland, Israel_A, Malaysia, South Korea, Spain, 
and Taiwan. This cluster displays lower coherence scores 
overall, particularly for the angry and happy narratives. 
The steeper slope in the interaction plot suggests that the 
•12 Language, Speech, and Hearing Services in Schools 1–25
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narrative prompt type has a stronger influence on coher-
ence in this cluster. 

Group Differences in Coherence Dimensions 
Across Prompt Types 

The second research question asked whether there 
were coherence dimension (context, chronology, theme) 
differences across narrative prompt types (considered
 Terms of Use: https://pubs.asha.org/pubs/rights_and_permissions 



 
 
 

Figure 3. Interaction plot: total coherence score by narrative prompt type for each cluster (based on estimated marginal means). 
collectively) and culture/language participant groups. All 
three of the LMMs provided an intercept of participant 
value that indicated meaningful variability between partici-
pants (context: variance = 0.10, SE =  0.028,  ICC  =  .14;
chronology: variance = 0.08, SE =  0.027,  ICC  =  .12;
theme: variance = 0.08, SE =  0.013,  ICC  =  .28);  therefore,
the random intercept of participant was retained in each 
model. For each of the models, the fixed effect of group was 
significant: context: F(20, 382.26) = 5.35, p < .001; chronol-
ogy: F(20, 364.92) = 5.51, p < .001; and theme: F(20, 
382.14) = 8.75, p < .001. Subsequent Bonferroni post hoc 
analyses revealed the following number of significant group dif-
ferences for each of the three dimensions (with maximum num-
ber of group differences = 210): 25 for context (see Table 4), 21 
for chronology (see Table 5), and 56 for theme (see Table 6). 
Figures 4–6 visualize the estimated marginal means, ordered 
from high to low, for context, chronology, and theme, based 
on the LMM, with dots indicating the point estimate for each 
culture/language group and error bars representing 95% con-
fidence intervals. All participant groups that showed statisti-
cally significant differences with at least one other partici-
pant group (as presented in the Tables 4–6) are shown in 
red. Performance of the culture/language groups in blue does 
not differ from any of the other particip ant groups.
Discussion 

The collective members of the Global TALES Network 
were interested in continuing to develop a global tool that 
We
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would be useful for evaluating the personal narrative language 
skills of individuals across a range of languages and cultures. 
The current study contributes evidence for measuring coher-
ence in personal narratives, which, pending further research, 
could help differentiate between students who struggle to pro-
duce coherent personal narratives due to language learning dif-
ficulties and those whose personal narrative coherence may be 
influenced by their cultural and/or linguistic background. 

To that end, the current study investigated similarities and 
differences in performance in personal narrative coherence— 

defined as the ability to produce well-structured stories that 
make sense to a naive listener about personally experienced 
past events—of  typically  developing  children  from  21  culture/  
language participant groups (N = 417; from 19 countries or 
regions; speaking 18 languages or dialects), whose ages 
ranged from 7;4 to 11;8 (M =  10;2,  SD = 6 months). All chil-
dren produced personal narratives in their own languages in 
response to the Global TALES protocol, either face-to-
face or online. The current study involved analysis of chil-
dren’s personal narratives produced orally in response to 
three of the six original prompts, each representing a differ-
ent emotional valence: happy/excited (positive), angry/annoyed 
(negative), and problem situation (neutral).
Effects of Group and Narrative Prompt Type 
on Children’s Total Coherence Scores 

In answering the first question regarding the effects 
of participant culture/language group and narrative prompt
sterveld et al.: Personal Narrative Coherence: A Global Study 13

 Terms of Use: https://pubs.asha.org/pubs/rights_and_permissions 



Table 4. Significant pairwise group differences for context score across narrative prompt types. 

Group I Group II Mean difference (I–II) p value 

Brazil Canada_EN −0.705 .048 

Brazil Mainland China −0.797 .006 

Canada_EN Ghana 0.777 .019 

Canada_EN Iceland 0.773 .017 

Canada_EN Malaysia 0.878 .001 

Canada_EN South Korea 0.698 .046 

Canada_EN Spain 0.950 < .001 

Denmark Spain 0.764 .010 

Ghana Greece −0.739 .040 

Ghana Mainland China −0.869 .002 

Greece Iceland 0.736 .036 

Greece Malaysia 0.841 .003 

Greece Spain 0.913 < .001 

Hong Kong SAR Iceland 0.714 .049 

Hong Kong SAR Malaysia 0.819 .004 

Hong Kong SAR Spain 0.891 < .001 

Iceland Mainland China −0.865 .002 

Israel_H Spain 0.744 .013 

Mainland China Malaysia 0.971 < .001 

Mainland China South Korea 0.790 .005 

Mainland China Spain 1.042 < .001 

Malaysia Taiwan −0.707 .037 

Malaysia Turkey −0.742 .024 

Spain Taiwan −0.779 .005 

Spain Turkey −0.814 .003 

Note. Canada_EN = English-speaking children from Canada; HK SAR = Hong Kong Special Administrative 
Region; Israel_H = Hebrew-speaking children in Israel. 
type (with positive, negative, or neutral valence) on the 
coherence of children’s personal narratives (coded for con-
text, chronology, and theme), including any interaction 
effects, we found, as hypothesized, a significant main effect 
(with a small effect size) of narrative prompt type on total 
coherence scores (Wang & Leichtman, 2000). However, 
contrary to our expectations, we found that, across culture/ 
language participant groups, the problem prompt (consid-
ered neutral emotional valence; Kuvač Kraljević et al., 
2023) yielded the highest coherence scores and, further-
more, that significant differences were found between prob-
lem narratives and angry narratives in favor of the problem 
narratives. Previous research using the NaCCS to rate chil-
dren’s narrative coherence had indicated that negative 
prompts, such as our angry/annoyed prompt, are likely to 
elicit more coherent personal narratives in children in this 
age group (Fivush et al., 2008; Gabaj et al., 2025c; Kuvač 
Kraljević et al., 2023). One possibility for the difference in 
this study is that narratives produced in response to the 
problem prompt might trend more negative than positive 
and, thus, are not uniformly neutral. Another possibility, as 
suggested by Fivush et al. (2008), is that the “problem” 

prompt in the current study was the most likely to pr ovide
•14 Language, Speech, and Hearing Services in Schools 1–25
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a structure to the story, even more so than the “angry” 
prompt, thereby enhancing the coherence theme score to the 
“problem” stories in particular. Further analysis of the chil-
dren’s responses would be needed to determine whether chil-
dren chose to narrate positive, negative, or in fact neutral 
experiences when prompted, “Tell me a story about a time 
when you had a problem and you had to fix it. Tell me all 
about what happened and what you had to do to fix it.” 

Another possibility is that variations in methodology 
could help explain the differences. In their study, Fivush 
et al. (2008) enrolled 51 English-speaking children who had 
asthma and prompted them to tell a story about a scary 
asthma episode; in the current study, we used a more open-
ended prompt to invite the children to tell a story about a 
time that they were angry or annoyed. Perhaps the more 
directed prompt in the Fivush study helped their partici-
pants structure their asthma narratives chronologically and 
produce a more coherent story. This may also help explain 
why children in the current study produced more coherent 
narratives in the problem condition. As noted, this prompt 
also provided more support for structuring the narrative. 
Although Gabaj et al. (2025c) and Kuvač Kraljević et al.
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Table 5. Significant pairwise group differences for chronology score across narrative prompt types. 

Group I Group II Mean difference (I–II) p value 

Australia Israel_A 0.818 .002 

Canada_EN Israel_A 0.826 .002 

Canada_FR Israel_A 0.709 .023 

Croatia Israel_A 0.870 < .001 

Denmark Israel_A 0.996 < .001 

Denmark Malaysia 0.768 .007 

Denmark Spain 0.769 .004 

Ghana Israel_A 0.725 .033 

Greece Israel_A 1.064 < .001 

Greece Malaysia 0.836 .002 

Greece Spain 0.837 .001 

Hong Kong SAR Israel_A 1.068 < .001 

Hong Kong SAR Malaysia 0.840 .001 

Hong Kong SAR Spain 0.841 .001 

Ireland Israel_A 0.902 .001 

Israel_A Israel_H −0.788 .004 

Israel_A Mainland China −0.792 .004 

Israel_A Turkey −1.016 < .001 

Israel_A USA −0.803 .015 

Malaysia Turkey −0.788 .005 

Spain Turkey −0.789 .003 

Note. Israel_A = Arabic-speaking children in Israel; Canada_EN = English-speaking children from Canada; 
Canada_FR = French-speaking children from Canada; HK SAR = Hong Kong Special Administrative Region; 
Israel_H = Hebrew-speaking children in Israel; USA = United States of America. 

 

(2023) used the Global TALES protocol in their studies 
of the effects of emotional valence on coherence, they 
combined children’s responses across several prompts to 
evaluate the effect of emotional valence on coherence 
(using the angry and worried prompts for negative 
valence, happy and proud prompts for positive valence, 
and problem situation and important prompts for neutral 
valence). Neither Gabaj et al. (2025c) nor Fivush et al. 
(2008) reported overall coherence scores. Rather, Gabaj 
et al. reported significant effects of emotional valence 
only on performance for chronology (not for context; 
and theme results were not reported). Similarly, Fivush 
et al. reported higher levels of coherence for their scary 
narrative compared to the happy one, but only for the 
coherence dimensions of chronology and theme. 

Interestingly, significant within-group differences 
were only observed for three culture/language participant 
groups. In Taiwan and Spain, the problem (neutral) prompt 
elicited higher total coherence scores than the angry (nega-
tive) prompt, whereas in Mainland China, the happy prompt 
(positive) resulted in higher total coherence scores than the 
problem (neutral)  prompt.  As  shown  in  Figure  1,  there  is
clear variability in performance across the participant 
groups, with no single pattern of strength in narrative coher-
ence by narrative prompt type. Thus, our findings indicate
We
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no generalizable assumptions can be made about the effects 
the type of prompt (emotional valence) may have on narra-
tive coherence in school-age children from different cultural 
and/or language backgrounds. 

When examining the effect of culture/language par-
ticipant group on narrative coherence across the three 
prompt types, a significant effect was found. However, 
results from the post hoc comparisons are difficult to 
interpret. As shown in the heatmap (see Figure 2), five 
culture/language groups scored consistently lower than 
other participant groups. These included Brazil, Iceland, 
Israel_A, Malaysia, and Spain. In contrast, Canada_EN, 
Denmark, Greece, Hong Kong SAR, and Mainland 
China scored consistently higher than other participant 
groups. These findings rule out relatively straightforward 
interpretations such as differentiating between Western and 
Eastern cultures described as valuing independence (e.g., 
Canada, Iceland) versus interdependence (e.g., Mainland 
China; see Westby et al., 2023). Other explanations for our 
findings include potential narrative structure differences 
that might relate to cultural traditions (e.g., Iceland; 
Einarsdóttir & Þráinsdóttir, 2023) or culture-specific use 
of evaluative clauses to engage the listener (Lai, 2020). 
Some cultures may favor storytelling structures that do 
not adhere to a more traditional appreciation of “coherence”
sterveld et al.: Personal Narrative Coherence: A Global Study 15
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(table continues)

•

Table 6. Significant pairwise group differences for theme score across narrative prompt types. 

Group I Group II Mean difference (I–II) p value 

Australia Cyprus 0.509 .023 

Australia Ghana 0.570 .004 

Australia Ireland 0.637 < .001 

Australia Israel_A 0.569 .003 

Australia Malaysia 0.619 < .001 

Australia South Korea 0.541 .005 

Australia Spain 0.588 .001 

Australia Taiwan 0.497 .020 

Brazil Croatia −0.656 < .001 

Brazil Hong Kong SAR −0.508 .019 

Canada_EN Ghana 0.550 .010 

Canada_EN Ireland 0.616 .001 

Canada_EN Israel_A 0.548 .007 

Canada_EN Malaysia 0.598 .001 

Canada_EN South Korea 0.520 .012 

Canada_EN Spain 0.567 .002 

Canada_EN Taiwan 0.476 .046 

Canada_FR Ghana 0.539 .012 

Canada_FR Ireland 0.606 .001 

Canada_FR Israel_A 0.538 .008 

Canada_FR Malaysia 0.588 .001 

Canada_FR South Korea 0.509 .014 

Canada_FR Spain 0.557 .003 

Croatia Cyprus 0.737 < .001 

Croatia Ghana 0.798 < .001 

Croatia Greece 0.475 .050 

Croatia Iceland 0.656 < .001 

Croatia Ireland 0.865 < .001 

Croatia Israel_A 0.797 < .001 

Croatia Malaysia 0.847 < .001 

Croatia South Korea 0.769 < .001 

Croatia Spain 0.816 < .001 

Croatia Taiwan 0.725 < .001 

Cyprus Hong Kong SAR −0.589 .002 

Cyprus Mainland China −0.502 .032 

Denmark Ireland 0.539 .013 

Denmark Malaysia 0.521 .015 

Denmark Spain 0.490 .031 

Ghana Hong Kong SAR −0.650 < .001 

Ghana Mainland China −0.563 .006 

Hong Kong SAR Iceland 0.508 .029 

Hong Kong SAR Ireland 0.717 < .001 

Hong Kong SAR Israel_A 0.649 < .001 

Hong Kong SAR Malaysia 0.699 < .001 

Hong Kong SAR South Korea 0.620 < .001 

Hong Kong SAR Spain 0.668 < .001 

Hong Kong SAR Taiwan 0.577 .002 

Ireland Israel_H −0.538 .012 

Ireland Mainland China −0.630 .001 

Israel_A Mainland China −0.562 .004 

Israel_H Malaysia 0.520 .013
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Table 6. (Continued).

Group I Group II Mean difference (I–II) p value

Israel_H Spain 0.489 .028 

Mainland China Malaysia 0.612 .001 

Mainland China South Korea 0.534 .007 

Mainland China Spain 0.581 .001 

Mainland China Taiwan 0.490 .029 

Note. Israel_A = Arabic-speaking children in Israel; HK SAR = Hong Kong Special Administrative Region; 
Israel_H = Hebrew-speaking children in Israel. 
as captured by the NaCCS. Alternatively, language-specific 
linguistic conventions, such as those described by Berman 
and Slobin (1994), could influence narrative coherence.

In response to further investigation of the significant 
Group × Narrative Prompt Type interaction effects, the 
exploratory k-means cluster analysis revealed two clusters. 
Cluster 1 (Australia, Canada [English and French], Croatia, 
Denmark, Greece, Hong Kong SAR, Ireland, Israel 
[Hebrew-speaking], Mainland China, Turkey, and the 
United States) showed consistently higher scores across 
all three narrative prompt types, with relatively balanced 
performance across the three. The second cluster (Brazil, 
Cyprus, Ghana, Iceland, Israel [Arabic-speaking], Malaysia, 
South Korea, Spain, Taiwan) showed lower coherence 
scores overall, particularly for the angry and happy nar-
ratives. Although a detailed interpretation of these pre-
liminary findings goes beyond the scope of the current 
study and further statistical analysis is not possible due 
to the small size of the individual participant group sam-
ples, the differentiating factor between the two clusters 
likely stems from a combination of cultural, educational, 
and linguistic influences. For example, most countries or 
regions included in Cluster 1 share Western, individualistic 
cultural values that may emphasize more elaborate storytell-
ing, with clear personal expression, potentially fostering 
more coherent narratives. However, as Mainland China and 
Hong Kong SAR were included in Cluster 1, simple expla-
nations based on Western versus Eastern cultural views do 
not work, and perhaps, educational experience plays a role 
as well. Examining the influence of educational experiences 
across countries can be investigated in future studies. Cluster 
2 might represent regions where emotional expression is 
treated differently in storytelling or where children are less 
familiar with the kinds of narrative structures emphasized in 
the task, leading to lower coherence, particularly in emo-
tional personal narratives. It is important to note that the 
two-cluster result could also be a result of the relatively low 
sample size per participant group. Based on our results, it is 
evident that future studies evaluating personal narrative 
coherence in more detail, perhaps involving fewer culture/ 
language participant groups, but with larger sample sizes, 
We
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are needed to better disentangle the intriguing possibilities of 
cultural, educational, and language-specific linguistic influ-
ences on children’s personal narrative coherence. 
Closer Inspection of Context, Chronology, 
and Theme, Narrative Prompt 
Types Combined 

When answering Research Question 2, the results 
showed significant culture/language group effects for each 
of the three individual coherence dimensions: context, 
chronology, and theme (for all three prompt types com-
bined). This means that children’s inclusion of context 
information (when and where), their chronological sequenc-
ing of events (chronology), and their ability to maintain 
and elaborate on the topic (theme dimension) all might be 
influenced by their cultural and/or language background 
(i.e., participant group differences). Figures 4, 5, and 6 
show the estimated mean scores by group for each of the 
dimensions. Although estimated mean scores are not the 
same as raw scores, they are particularly useful for compar-
ing groups fairly by accounting for repeated measures and 
individual differences. They can still be interpreted as raw 
scores as we did not transform our outcome variables. 

As shown in Figure 4, despite considerable overlap 
in estimated mean scores between culture/language groups 
for context, some participant groups scored significantly 
higher than others, with children from Mainland China 
including significantly more context information (specifying 
time and place) than children from Brazil, Ghana, Iceland, 
Malaysia, South Korea, and Spain (see Table 4). The esti-
mated mean scores ranged between 0.7 (Spain) and 1.7 
(Mainland China), which is roughly in line with previous 
research on English-speaking children from the United 
States and New Zealand reporting a mean score for context 
of 1.1 for their 11- and 12-year age groups (Reese et al., 
2011). For chronology (see Figure 5), the estimated mean 
scores ranged between 1.7 (Israel_A) and 2.7 (Hong Kong 
SAR), which is similar to the results reported by Reese et al. 
(2011) for their English-speaking school-age cohorts (2.25– 
2.4) and to those reported by Kuvač Kraljević et al. (2023)
sterveld et al.: Personal Narrative Coherence: A Global Study 17
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Figure 4. Dot plot of mean estimates (context) with 95% confidence intervals. Canada_EN = English-speaking children from Canada; SAR = 
Special Administrative Region; Israel_H = Hebrew-speaking children in Israel; USA = United States of America; Canada_FR = French-
speaking children from Canada; Israel_A = Arabic-speaking children in Israel. 
and Gabaj et al. (2025c) for their Croatian-speaking 9- to 
11-year-olds (1.88 and 2.23, respectively). 

As shown in Figure 6, performance on theme ranged 
between 1.05 (Ireland) and 1.9 (Croatia). In contrast to 
context and chronology, the results for some participant 
groups for theme seem somewhat lower than those reported 
by Reese et al. (2011) for their 11- and 12-year-old groups 
(1.9 and 1.7, respectively) and the mean of 1.83 (range: 0.5– 
3.0) reported by Kuvač Kraljević et al. (2023). Future 
research, with larger individual group samples, combined 
with a more detailed coding scheme with coded exemplars
•18 Language, Speech, and Hearing Services in Schools 1–25
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across all languages, may help elucidate whether these rela-
tivity lower scores by some culture/language participant 
groups in the current study are truly due to cultural or lin-
guistic differences among children or perhaps among 
researchers coding their samples. Based on these findings, it 
seems that the lower overall coherence scores of the Cluster 
2 participant groups (Brazil, Cyprus, Ghana, Iceland, 
Israel_A, Malaysia, South Korea, Spain, and Taiwan) were 
mainly driven by their relatively lower scores for context 
and theme, except for the Arabic-speaking children from 
Israel who performed in the mid-range for context but 
obtained the lowest scores in chronology.
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Figure 5. Dot plot of mean estimates (chronology) with 95% confidence intervals. SAR = Special Administrative Region; Canada_EN = 
English-speaking children from Canada; USA = United States of America; Israel_H = Hebrew-speaking children in Israel; Canada_FR = 
French-speaking children from Canada; Israel_A = Arabic-speaking children in Israel. 
Strengths and Limitations 

This exploratory study has yielded intriguing findings 
about similarities and differences in personal narrative 
coherence among children from a wide range of countries 
or regions, speaking a range of different languages or dia-
lects. A strength of the study was the global participation of 
researchers from 21 culture/language groups who all used 
the Global TALES elicitation protocol (adapted/translated 
appropriately) to gather the personal narrative samples. 
Beyond answering the specific research questions about 
coherence, this study adds to existing evidence regarding 
We
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the viability of the Global TALES protocol with diverse 
groups of participants (Westerveld et al., 2022). It also 
adds evidence that, similar to previous research investi-
gating the effect of assessment mode (face-to-face vs. 
online) on children’s language productivity, syntactic com-
plexity, and semantic diversity (Ferman & Kawar, 2023), 
we found no significant main effects for assessment mode 
on personal narrative coherence scores. Furthermore, across 
culture/language participant groups, at least 75% of children 
produced a personal narrative in response to at least one of 
the three prompt types, regardless of assessment mode. 
Taken together, these findings provide further support for
sterveld et al.: Personal Narrative Coherence: A Global Study 19
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Figure 6. Dot plot of mean estimates (theme) with 95% confidence intervals. SAR = Special Administrative Region; Canada_EN = English-
speaking children from Canada; Canada_FR = French-speaking children from Canada; Israel_H = Hebrew-speaking children in Israel; USA = 
United States of America; Israel_A = Arabic-speaking children in Israel. 
the use of the Global TALES protocol with children from a 
wide range of cultural and/or language backgrounds in both 
face-to-face and online situations. 

As in any study, but especially for a study with 
global scope, we acknowledge its limitations. Although 
the total sample size was over 400 and the numbers of 
children per participant group were similar to previous 
well-described cross-cultural and cross-linguistic investiga-
tions (Berman & Slobin, 1994; Peterson & McCabe, 1983), 
our findings of group differences are based on a relatively 
low number of children from each participant group, and 
most of them were recruited through the authors’ personal 
•20 Language, Speech, and Hearing Services in Schools 1–25
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as well as research networks, some during the COVID pan-
demic. To better understand the cultural, educational, and 
linguistic influences on children’s personal narrative coher-
ence, future research is needed involving fewer participant 
groups but with larger, more representative sample sizes. 

We acknowledge that differences in the degree of 
shared knowledge of past events of participants and inter-
viewers with prior connections could influence the amount 
of contextual information in particular that a participant 
conveys explicitly in the narratives. As shown in Supple-
mental Material S1, our results indicate that the protocol 
is successful in eliciting personal narrative samples from
 Terms of Use: https://pubs.asha.org/pubs/rights_and_permissions 



children representing a relatively wide range of cultures 
and speaking 18 different languages or dialects. The only 
outlier seems to be the United States, where we observed 
a relatively high number of responses that did not meet 
our criteria of two narrative clauses to the happy and angry 
prompts. Some of these were “stories” about particular sit-
uations that made the narrators always feel happy or situa-
tions in which siblings did habitually annoying things. One 
potential explanation is that the examiner was known to 
many of the participants, which could have resulted in 
shared background knowledge and elicited more descriptive 
evaluation clauses as opposed to narrative clauses that 
expressed specific one-time events using past tense. Future 
research studies should more carefully collect information 
regarding the elicitation context, including examiner famil-
iarity, the presence of parents during the assessment, and 
the location (e.g., school or home). 

In this study, we opted to use the NaCCS (Reese 
et al., 2011) to appraise narrative coherence, based on 
promising results from previous studies demonstrating that 
this tool potentially can be used in different languages 
(Foldager et al., 2024; Gabaj et al., 2025c) and across dif-
ferent cultures (Reese et al., 2017). It is a strength that the 
use of this coding system made comparison with prior 
studies possible; however, the researchers were aware of 
challenges in using this coding system (or perhaps any 
coding of qualitative features across cultures) reliably. 
Although we carefully checked reliability of coding within 
and between culture/language participant groups, maximum 
scores for the theme dimension (score of 3) relied on the 
researchers’ own culturally influenced expectations of adult 
performance, in line with the lifespan model of coherence as 
captured by the NaCCS. Due to a lack of empirical data 
involving non-English adult speakers, this may have resulted 
in making assumptions about adult performance in 
non–English-speaking participant groups from differing 
cultural backgrounds, which could have inadvertently 
influenced the coding. Future research including adult 
speakers from a range of different countries or regions is 
clearly needed to determine the validity of this lifespan 
model of personal narrative coherence suggested by 
Reese et al. (2011). 

Consistent with this concern, many of the authors 
commented on the limitations of the scoring scale used for 
the theme dimension, in particular. As per the NaCCS 
coding scheme, theme coding involves evaluating the 
child’s ability to maintain and elaborate on the topic, 
using causal linkages, personal evaluations or reactions, 
elaboration of actions, and interpretations. Anecdotal 
observations of children’s narratives that were awarded a 
score of 2 showed large variability in narrative “quality,” 
often resulting in informal differentiation between low-2 
We
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and high-2 (although analysis was based on the NaCCS 
coding process of a single 2 value). Even though the 
NaCCS was successful in highlighting similarities and dif-
ferences between the culture/language participant groups, 
future research may consider using a more refined coding 
scheme, especially when studying children across a narrow 
age range. 

Future Directions 

This study should be considered to contribute to ini-
tial steps in finding a global, culturally sensitive tool for 
describing and/or evaluating personal narrative coherence. 
In cross-cultural studies like this, one cannot make broad 
assumptions about cultural and/or linguistic influences 
and their effects on personal narrative coherence. To help 
move the field forward and better understand the cultural 
and/or linguistic influences on children’s personal narra-
tive production, future studies are strongly advised to 
employ existing elicitation and analysis methods to enable 
meaningful comparisons (see also Gupta et al., in press). 
To date, we have focused on children speaking the domi-
nant languages of their countries, which they have been 
learning since birth, and most studies have enrolled children 
from a specific age group (predominantly 10-year-olds). 
Future research should aim to recruit participants speaking 
more than one language, representing a range of socio 
economic backgrounds, and ranging in age from preschool 
into adulthood, as well as children with known communi-
cation difficulties and responding in written as well as spo-
ken modalities. 

At this point, the Global TALES protocol has been 
used successfully with more than 700 children, including 
children from a wide range of cultural and/or linguistic 
backgrounds (see Westerveld & Nelson, 2023) and children 
with neurodevelopmental conditions, including autism 
(Westerveld, 2024), developmental language disorder (Gabaj 
et al., 2025b), and dyslexia (Van Vreckem et al., 2023). One 
concern may be that the protocol may not elicit the most 
coherent personal narratives from children who are not 
accustomed to sharing emotional content with unfamiliar 
adults or from children who are more familiar with co-
constructing stories. However, using a standardized protocol 
to collect data across the lifespan and from representatives 
of a range of languages and dialects and cultures will enable 
researchers from various disciplines (linguistics, speech-
language pathology, psychology) to better understand this 
universal discourse genre, its development with age or years 
of schooling, and the ways in which culture and language 
may influence performance. Adhering to findable, accessible, 
interoperable, and reusable guiding principles for scientific 
data management and stewardship (Wilkinson et al., 2016) will 
support knowledge discovery and innovation and maximize
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the reuse of existing resources, thus accelerating knowl-
edge creation while capitalizing on the finite funding 
resources available. 

Clinical Implications 

In a world that is becoming increasingly multicultural 
and plurilingual, finding ecologically valid assessment tools 
for evaluating children’s spoken language skills is of utmost 
importance. In an ideal scenario, norms of “typical” perfor-
mance would be available across the lifespan, across differ-
ent cultures, and across different languages. However, 
considering that personal narrative coherence is influ-
enced by a myriad factors, including culture, education, 
socioeconomic status, and linguistics, developing such 
benchmarks will be expensive and possibly unrealistic to 
achieve in the near future. 

To mitigate the barriers to using personal narrative 
assessment in clinical practice, the Global TALES Net-
work set out to develop freely available global assessment 
and analysis tools. Since its development in 2018, the 
Global TALES protocol has been translated into 20 lan-
guages and can be downloaded from the Open Science 
Framework site (https://osf.io/ztqg6/files/osfstorage). By 
not providing the child with pictures, model stories, or 
specific topics, the protocol elicits children’s spontaneous 
personal narrative skills in a time-efficient manner. In this 
article, we have demonstrated the potential usefulness of 
the NaCCS in appraising the personal narrative skills of 
children from a wide range of cultural and/or language 
backgrounds. Describing a child’s performance across the 
three coherence dimensions of context, chronology, and 
theme and comparing it to their typically developing peers 
are important first steps in differentiating between a lan-
guage disorder and a language difference, regardless of a 
child’s cultural or linguistic background. 

Conclusions 

This is the first study to investigate the personal nar-
rative skills of school-aged children from 21 culture/ 
language participant groups (i.e., representing 19 countries 
and regions and 18 different languages or dialects). The 
results from this exploratory study provide further evi-
dence for the feasibility of using the Global TALES pro-
tocol to elicit personal narrative language samples from 
children across diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds. 
Furthermore, the NaCCS shows promise as a tool for eval-
uating a child’s personal narrative coherence, regardless of 
cultural background or language spoken. We now turn to 
refining the coding scheme and recruiting larger, more rep-
resentative samples to further explore some of the larger 
trends observed, with the ultimate goal of promoting the 
•22 Language, Speech, and Hearing Services in Schools 1–25
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global adoption of personal narrative assessment and analy-
sis as a routine component of clinical practice. 
Data Availability Statement 

The Excel spreadsheet containing the NaCCS scores 
is available from the corresponding author upon reason-
able request. 
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Appendix 

Narrative Coherence Coding Scheme Coding Criteria (summarized from Reese et al., 2011) 

Only responses that contain a least two restricted narrative clauses, defined as clauses that refer to past personally experi-
enced events that can be put on a timeline (Labov & Waletzky, 1997), were considered personal narratives and coded for 
coherence. 

Criteria Context Chronology Theme 

0 No information 2 clauses (or more) that could be 
ordered chronologically, but no 
information is provided about 
temporal order 

The story constantly deviates from the 
topic and/or is characterized by 
numerous digressions that make it 
difficult to define the topic. No 
attempt at self-correction. 

1 Mention of time or place 2 clauses in correct order. If the story 
has 3 or more clauses, at least 50% 
are in order. 

The topic can be defined, and most 
utterances are consistent with the 
topic. However, elaboration of the 
topic through references to causes 
or personal judgments or elaboration 
of actions is minimal. 

2 Time and place are mentioned, but 
only one is specific. 

3 clauses: all in order. More than 3 
clauses: > 75% are in order (not all). 

The story substantially develops the 
topic, and the story contains at least 
two of the following (one of each 
type): causal relationship (explicitly 
expressed), personal evaluation/ 
interpretation or reaction, or 
elaboration of action, or resolution 
(that does not have to provide 
new information). 

3 Both time and place are mentioned 
and specific. 

More than 3 clauses—almost all in order, 
with minimal deviation. 

The story substantially develops the 
topic and includes all of the above 
plus a resolution to the story or a 
connection to autobiographical 
experiences, including future events, 
self-concept, or identity. The story 
as a whole must be on topic and 
developed for the emotional point 
to be clear.
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