

















yelling and he slide down the water” was segmented into
two C-units: (a) “and the boy who was in the waler
yelling,” and (b) “and he slide down the water.” Descrip-
live indices for each narrative were calculated by Child
Language Analysis (CLAN; MacWhinney, 1994}, including
the total number of C-units per narrative and the mean
length of C-units in morphemes (MLCU).

Coding literate langnage features. The frequency of
occurrence for children’s use of five mutually exclusive
literate language features was coded for each narrative.
Four main calegories were adopted from Greenhalgh and
Strong {2001) and included: (a) elaborated noun phrases
(ENP), (b} adverbs, (c) conjunctions, and (d) mental and
linguistic verbs. Elaborated noun phrases were divided into
two exhaustive catepories of simple versus complex
phrases. As a result, five types of literate language features
were analyzed—simple ENP, complex ENF, adverbs,
conjunctions, and mental and linguistic verbs. Appendix B
provides further description and examples for each. To
control for variation in narrative length, frequency counts
for all literate language features were tallied and then
divided by the number of C-units in each child's narrative.
Thus, scares for use of a particular literate language feature
represented mean rate of usage per C-unit.

Coding of two of the categories, cenjunctions and
mental and linguistic verbs, was conducted using CLAN.
Computer coding was possible for these categories because
of the relatively small number of units comprising each
category. A computer file listing all possible conjunctions
and mental/linguistic verbs that could be observed in
children’s narratives was created, drawing from compendia
provided in Justice and Ezell {2002) for conjunctions and
Pellegrini et al. (1997) for mental and linguistic verbs. The
computer program conducted a frequency count of both
conjunctions and mental and linguistic verbs for each
transcript.

The second author coded simple and complex ENP and
adverbs by hand. This was necessary because the possible
permutations of items comprising each of these two
categories are expansive. In addition, hand coding con-
trolled for the occurrence of functional differences across
words of the same form {e.g., fiere and there can serve as
demonstrative pronouns or adverbs depending on their
function in a particular clause).

Interrater Reliability

To assess the reliability of narrative deletion, segmenta-
tion, and coding procedures, twao. trained coders indepen-
dently followed the procedures for a subset (25%) of the
total narratives that were used in the analyses. llem-by-item
comparisons were made to determine scoring agreement, To
obtain an interrater agreement score, the total number of
agreements was divided by the tolal number of ilem
comparisons and multiplied by 100. Interrater reliability
was 98% (ranging from 94% to 100%) for deletion
_procedures and 99% (ranging from 96% 1o 100%) for
segmentation. As for the literate language features coded by
hand, the mean reliability score for ENP coding was 98%
(ranging from 94% to 100%). Categorizing of ENP inio

simple versus complex phrases was conducted with 99%
agreement (ranging from 96% to 100%). The score for
adverbs was 92% (ranging from 50% to 100%). Although
the mean interrater reliability score for adverbs was high,
the range contained a low score of 50%, which occurred
for a transcript that contained only two adverbs, in which a
single disagreement resulted in a reliability score of 50%.
Overall, the coders agreed on 33 of 36 adverbs that
occurred across the 17 narralives used for reliability
procedures. Any disagreements were resolved through
discussion before data analysis.

ST PR R L

RESULTS

Preliminary analyses of variance (ANOVASs) revealed no
differences between boys and girls for either of the two
descriptive characteristics of the narratives, Specifically,
there was no significant effect for MLCU, F(1, 66) = .17,
p = .68, or number of C-units, F(I, 66) = .08, p = .78.
Similarly, there was no gender effect for any of the five
literate language features: simple ENP, F(1, 66) = 3.02,

p = .09; complex ENP, F(1, 66} = 1.61, p = .21; adverbs,
F(1, 66) = 2.63, p = .11; conjunctions, F(1, 66) = .01,

p = 91, or mentzl/linguistic verbs, F(1, 66) = .84, p = .36,
Therefore, pender was not included as an independent
variable in any further analyses.

Descriptive Characteristics of Narratives

The descriptive characteristics of children’s narratives
{i.e., MLCU and number of C-units) were examined using
a Race (African American vs. Caucasian) x Age (3-, 4-,
S-year-olds) multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA),
Results revealed no multivariate effect for Race, indicating
that the narratives of African American and Caucasian
children were equivalent in terms of number of C-units and
MLCU.

There was, however, a multivariate main effect for Age,
Wilk’s 1 = .79, F(4, 120) =373, p= .01 = .11, in
which Age accounted for 11% of (he variance. To control
for Type I error, a traditional Bonferroni procedure was
used to test each ANOVA at the .025 level. The ANOVA
for number of C-units (i.e., length of narratives) revealed a
difference between age groups, F(2, 61) = 4,37, p = .02.
Tukey multiple comparisons indicated that 3-year-old
children (M = 18.27, §D = 10.89) had significantly fewer
C-units than 5-year-old children (M = 26.75, SD = 10.07),
whereas 4-year-old children (M = 25, §SD = 9.86) did not
differ significantly from either group. The ANOVA for
MLCU revealed that C-unit length varied by age, F(2, 61)
= 6.82, p < .001. Results of the Tukey multiple compari-
sons showed that the mean length of C-units for 3-year-old
children (M = 4.79, SD = 1.20), 4-year-old children (M =
3.77, 8D = 1.22), and 5-year-old children (M = 6.05, §D =
1.10) were all significantly different from each other.

Age-related changes in narrative length were anticipated
based on the extant literature (e.g., Guiierrez-Clellen &
Hofstetter, 1994). To control for the differences in narrative
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length, all of the following analyses for feature use were
based on rate of occurrence.

Literate Language Features

The primary purpose of this study was to examine
literate language features in low-income preschoolers’ oral
narratives. Table 2 shows the mean rate of usage and
interclass correlations for the features. The correlations
show that the rate of conjunction use was correlated with
usage rates for complex ENP (r?= .06) and adverbs (r* =
.08}, and that complex ENP use was negatively associated
with use of simple ENP (> = .06). The #? statistic indicates
a small effect size for these associations (Rosnow &
Rosenthal, 1996). None of the other literale language
features were significantly correlated.

The mean rates of usage showed that preschoolers
incorporated each of the five features into their oral
narratives. The highest usage rate occurred for simple ENP,
averaging nearly one per C-unit (M = .85, D = .34),
Conjunctions averaged approximately one per two C-units
(M = .49, §D = .41}, and adverbs averaged approximalely
one per three C-units (M = .29, §D = .22}, Mental and
linguistic verbs (M = .10, 8§D = .10) averapged approxi-
mately one per ten C-units. The lowest rate of occurrence
was lor complex ENP (M = .07, SD = .10), averaging less
than one per ten C-units.

A within-subjects repeated measures ANOVA was used
to examine the usage rates across the features. Resulis
indicated that the usage rates were distinct, F{4, 264) =

104.02, p < .001, n? =.61, and accounted for 61% of the
variance. Follow-up paired-samples r tests were conducted
using the Holm's sequential Bonferroni procedure to conirol
for Type 1 error across the comparisons. The usage rate for
nearly all of the features was distinct except for the
comparison between the rate of mental and linguistic verbs
and complex ENP. Children used mental and lingnistic
verbs and complex ENP at the same rate, whereas the other
features were used at significantly different rates. Table 3
lists the ¢ values for the pairwise comparisons.

Two-way, between-subjects ANOVAs were conducted to
determine the effect of Race and Age on the usage rate
for each specific feature. Results revealed no Race or Age
effects for simple ENP, complex ENP, or adverbs. Like-
wise, there were no Race effects for children’s use of
conjunctions or mental and linguistic verbs, There was,
however, a main effect for Age for children's use of
conjunctions, F(2 ,61) = 3.13, p = .01, n? =.15. Tukey
mulliple comparisons indicated that 3-year-olds had a
lower rate of conjunction use as compared to 4- and 3-
year-olds. Additionally, there was an Age effect for mental
and linguistic verbs, F(2, 61) = 3.13, p = .05, n? =.09.
Tukey multiple comparisons indicated that 3-year-olds
used mental and linguistic verbs less frequently than 5-
year-olds, but 4-year-olds were not significantly different
from either proup. Tables 4 and 5 list the means and
standard deviations of each feature by ethnicity and age,
respectively.

A narrative example from each age cohorl is presented
in Appendix C. These narratives were chosen because they

Table 2. Descriptive statistics and correlations for literate language features.

Feature Fi 2 3 of 5
Simple elaborated noun phrases —
Complex elaborated noun phrases —.24% —_
Adverbs .05 .08 —
Conjunctions .03 24 Y A —_—
Mental and linguistic verbs -.08 =07 -17 A1 o

* =03, % p=.05

Table 3. Pairwise comparison t values for literate language features.

Comparison t value df p value
Simple ENP vs. complex ENP 17.17 66 <001
Simple ENP vs, conjunctions —5.56 66 <001
Simple ENP vs. adverbs ~11.68 66 <.001
Simple ENP vs. mental and linguistic verbs -17.18 66 <00
Complex ENP vs. conjuncticns 8.97 66 <001
Complex ENP vs. adverbs 127 a6 <00t
Complex ENP vs. mental and linguistic verbs 1.67 66 .10
Conjunctions vs, adverbs 4.09 66 <001
Conjunctions vs. mental and linguistic verbs 7.89 66 <001
Adverbs vs, mental and linguistic verbs -6.08 66 <001

Nate. ENP = claborated noun phrase.
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Table 4. Mean rate (and standard deviation) of literate language feature use by ethnicity.

Feature

African American (n = 31)

Caucasian (n = 36)

Simple elaborated noun phrases .80 (.33) .88 (.34)
Complex elaborated noun phrases .08 (.13) .06 (.07}
Adverbs 28 (.27) 30 (.17)
Conjunctions 42 (.38) 55 (.42)
Mental and linguistic verbs AL GID 09 (1D
Note. None of the rates for the two groups are significantly different.

Table 5. Mean rate (and standard deviation) of literate Ianguage.feature by age.

J-year-olds d-year-oids S-year-olds
Feature {n=232) {n=21) {ir = 24)

Simple elaborated noun phrases .73 {.38) 86 (.22) 93 (.36)
Complex elaborsted noun phrases A6 {10} .08 (.12} .07 (.08}
Adverbs 31 (.31 27 (17 28 (.13)
Conjunctiong®*_ .28 (300 58 (.45) 8 61 (3P
Mental and linguistic verbs* 06 (12§ A1 (.07 13 (.09)"

Note, A<Band C< D
* g = 01, *p = 03

approximate the averape usage for each age group in
terms of conjunctions and mental and linguistic verbs,
which were the two features that distinguished between
the age groups. Each example has been presented in a
narrative format, rather than in C-units, and has been
edited for punctuation in order io facilitate narrative
cohesion. The conjunction rate for the 3-year-old children
wiis .27 and the rate of the mental and linguistic verbs
was .00. For the 4-year-old children, the conjunclion rate
was .68 and .12 for mental and linguistic verbs. For the
5-year-old children, the rales were .70 and .10, respec-
tively, These examples not only demonstrate quantitative
differences in storyielling skills but also qualitative
differences.

[t i s b i b

DISCUSSION

The results of this study demonstrated that literate
language features were present in preschool children's
narratives, and that the usage rale for two specific features
varied significantly across the age groups. For instance, the
oral narratives of 3-year-ofd children contained fewer
conjunctions than the oral narratives of 4- or S-year-old
children. Additionally, the narratives of 3-year-olds con-
tained fewer mental and linguistic verbs than those of 5-
year-olds. The usage rate of other measures of literate
language (viz., simple and complex ENP, adverbs) did not
vary across the age groups. The results of the cross-cultural
investigation showed no difference belween African
American and Caucasian preschoolers for narrative charac-
teristics {i.e., number of C-units and MLCU) or literale
language features.
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Presence of Literate Language Features

The present research examined the associations among
literate language features during the preschool years.
Results indicated that most of the measures of literate
language features that were employed in this study were
distinct entities, but there were positive associations
between children’s conjunction and adverb use and their
use of conjunctions and complex ENPs. The most fre-
quently used literate language feature was the simple ENP,
followed by confunctions, adverbs, mental and linguistic
verbs, and finally complex ENP. This pattern of usage was
consistent for every age studied and was similar for both
Caucasian and African American children. The finding that
preschool children, even (hose as young as 3 years of age,
use literate language fealures in their oral narratives
suggests that Lhe foundation for decontextualized ianguage
skill emerges during the preschool years.

Age-Related Changes in Feature Use

Of interest were the findings showing conjunctions and
mental and linguistic verbs to be indicators of age-related
changes in children's use of literale languape features. With
respect 0 conjunction use, the findings contribute to an
emerging body of literature sugpesting that conjunction use
iz a key feature of oral fanguage skills. Greenhalgh and
Strong (2001) found that conjunctions were one of the two
most robust literate langvage features for differentiating
school-age children with language impairment (LI) from
their typically developing peers; children who were
typically developing used more conjunctions than children
with LI. McGregor (2000) found that low-income 4- and

* Vol. 35 « 240-253 - July 2004



J-year-old African American children used a greater number
of temporal conjunctions as compared to 3-year-old
children, The present findings provide converging evidence
by further demonstrating the sensitivily of conjunction use
for demonstrating age-related changes in preschool
children’s oral narratives.

These results also contribute to the body of wark
pertaining to children’s use of cognitive-based mental state
terms (e.p., know, think, forgot). The present findings
mirror those of other studies that have found children’s use
of cognitive-based mental state terms to increase throughout
the preschool! years (Bartsch & Wellman, 1995; Moore et.
al, 1994). However, few studies have examined how
children’s use of linguistic verbs increases throughout
preschool. Tager-Flusberg (1997) argued that both mental
and linguistic verbs are particularly important markers of
synlactic complexity because they allow one clause o be
embedded within another (e.g., “He said, ‘I want my
frog,” in which seid [a linguistic verb] and wanr [a mental
verb] provide the means for clausal embedding). Mastery of
this level of syntactic complexity, referred to as comple-
mentation, demonsirates that children are able to understand
the internal psychological states of story characters (see
Tager-Flusberg [19971 and de Villiers & Pyers [1997] for
an explanation of mental and linguistic verbs in relation to
children's theory of mind). The present findings suggest
that chiidren’s use of mental and linguistic verbs serves as
age-related markers of lilerale language during the pre-
school years.

Comparison of African American
and Caucasian Preschoolers

The results of this study revealed no significant differ-
ences in African American and Caucasian preschool
children’s use of literate language fealures. This null result
may be because the children were from similar socioeco-
nomic backgrounds and education environments. All
children were experiencing the same risk faclors associated
with poverly, and these socioeconomic risk factors may
have been more robust than ethnic differences. Additionally,
ethnic differences may have been muted because of
children’s exposure to early care and education experi-
ences. Several siudies have indicated that African Ameri-
can children experience grealer benefits from early care and
education environments than their Caucasian counterparts
(Burchinal, Campbeli, Bryant, Wasik, & Ramey, 1997;
Burchinal et al., 2000; Wu & Campbell, 1996).

Yet another explanation for the null result may be that
the language task usad was particularly amenable to
capitalizing on the skills of all participants. Narrative
assessment is viewed as an ecologically valid yet sensitive
index of oral language proliciency (e.g., Craig et al., 1998).
Research examining narrative production has found that
low-income African American children perform according
to age-appropriaie norms on narrative measures (Craig &
Washington, 1994; Craig et al., 1998). In fact, prior
literature indicates that African American children may
have a special talent for creating oral stories. They begin to
tell fictional narratives sconer than their Caucasian,

middle-clnss counterparts (see Sperry & Sperry, 1996), and
their narrative abilities are associated with (heir social
perspective-taking abilities, whereas Caucasian preschoolers’
narratives are not {Curenton, 2004). Thus, when given the
oppertunity to demonstrate their language proficiency via
narratives, African American children may perform better
than they would have on standardized tests.

Although several studies have ohserved differences
between African American and Caucasian mothers’ use of
decontextualized talk during joint hook reading (Anderson-
Yockel & Haynes, 1994; Scheffner Hammer, 2001), Heath
(1994) reported that neither ethnic group encouraged
decontextualized talk. Based on the results of the present
study, one could assume that the African American and
Caucasian children in this sample did not experience a
difference in exposure to decontextualized language.
However, the extent to which the children actually experi-
enced distinct sociocultural practices was not documented
because children’s socialization experiences were not
examined. Research examining children’s literate lanpuage
use in conjunction with observational or self-reported
measures of literacy socialization is needed to determine
how the emerpence of literate languape may be linked to
children’'s sociocultural experiences in their homes and
communities,

Comparison of literate language features across children
from diverse sociocultural backgrounds may provide some
insights into the varfance and invariance of the develop-
ment of particular literacy skills, Presumably, skills that are
highly variant are fostered by specific types of sociocul-
tural experiences, whereas those that are invarfant are not,
Preschool children’s alphabet knowledge, which is a highly
variant skill (Justice & Ezell, 2001), is predicted by the
quantity and quality of home literacy experiences (Bennett,
Weigel, & Martin, 2002). On the other hand, many oral
language accomplishments are relatively invariant across
children. Whitehurst (1997) reported a number of studies
showing specific syntactic accomplishmenls to be invariant
when comparing low-income preschoolers from culturally
diverse backgrounds. Thus, the present findings suggest that
use of literate language features may be an invariant aspect
of literacy development, at least from a sociocultural
perspective. The developmental findings reported in this
manuscript may be useful for future research to identify the
causes of risk and resilience in literacy achievement from
children from diverse sociocultural backgrounds. Because
our moderately sized sample consisied only of low-income
children, all of whom were curreatly attending local
preschool programs, these results may not be representative
of more affluent children or low-income children who are
not attending preschool.

CLIN[CAL AND PRACTICAL IMPL[CATIONS

Decontextualized language ability is reported to be
critical for academic success and an important marker of
conventional literacy ability (Pellegrini, 1985; Scott, 1994
Westby, 1991), The observation that the preschool years
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serve as a foundation for decontexiualized language ability
contributes to the growing research base demonstrating
young children's remarkable prowess with respect to
literacy (e.g., Dickinson & DeTemple, 1998; Dickinson &
Snow, 1987; Justice & Ezell, 2001).

The present findings may be applied to a descriptive—
developmental mode! of preschool language intervention to
promote decontextualized language skills in the earliest
stage of development for children who may have difficulty
in the comprehension or use of decontextualized language.
Application of this model {e.g., Paul, 2001) involves
deriving goals for children [rom the normal developmental
sequence. The results of the present study are particularly
relevant for children from low-income households, a
population that appears particuiarly vulnerable for difficul-
ties in literacy development (Justice & Ezell, 2001).
Children who do not appear to be using literate language
features at the rates described in this repart may receive
targeted assistance to support their use of these features.
By promoting literate language use in the earliest stages of
development, speech-language pathologists may prevent
later difficulties from occurring.
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APPENDIX A. DELETION

RULES

Transcripts were modified fo include only child utterances that
were directly relevant to the story. All frrelevant remarks were

deleted.

1. Utternnces that were responses o experimenter questions or
requests for elaboration/clarification were excluded, except for
those statements that were responses to the standard probes. For

example:

Child; 1 like froggy.
EXP: Hmm?
Child: 1 like froggy.

I

False starts and retraces were deleted.

Child: Fhe—bwy—F-mean the dog is trying to find the frog.

3. Filler words (e.g., hmm, uh-huh, huh) were deleted when they
were the only words in the utterance.

4. Unintelligible utterances were deleted.,

3. Denials ("I don’t know") and refusals to read were deleted.

6. Children’s questions and discussion about task procedures (e.p.,
“Do you want me lo vead this pape?™) were deleted.
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APPEND!X B. DESCRIPTIONS AND
EXAMPLES OF LITERATE LANGUAGE
FEATURES

(see Greenhalgh & Strong, 2001; Justice & Ezell, 2002;
Pelligrini, Galda, Bartini, & Charak, 1998)

1. Elaborated Noun Phrases (Simple and Complex): An
elaborated noun phrase is a groop of words comprising a noun
at its head and one or more modifiers providing additional
information about the noun. Modifiers may include articles
(e.z., 8, un, the), possessives (e.g., my, his, their),
demonstratives (e.g., this, that, those}, quantifiers (e.g., every,
each, some), wh-words {e.g., what, which, whichever), and true
adjectives {e.g., tall, long, ugly}).

a. Simple elaborated noun phrase: Simple phrases consist of
a single modifier and a noun. Examples include big dogpy
(adjective + noun), that gir! (determiner + noun}, and rhoge
ones (demonstrative + noun).

h. Complex eluborated noun phrase: Complex phrases
consist of two or more modifiers and a4 noun. Examples
include bip red house (adjective + adjective + noun), a taf!
tree (article + adjective + noun), and some mean boys
(quantifier + adjective + noun).

. Adverbs: Adverbs are a particular syntactic form that are used
to modify verbs. These modifiers increase the explicitness of
action and event descriptions. Adverbs provide additional
information about time (e.g., suddenly, again, now), manner
(e.g., somehow, well, slowly), degree (e.g., almost, barely,
much), place (here, outside, above), reason (therefore, since,
so), and affirmation or negation (e.g., definitely, reatly, never).

3. Conjunctions; Conjunctions are used in discourse to organize
information and clarify relationships among elements. They can
be categorized as either coordinating or subordinating.
Coordinating conjunctions include and, for, or, yet, but, nor,
and so. Subordinating conjunctions are more numercus and
include the following examples: afrer, elthongh, as, because,
Jor, if, how, since, still, that, though, unless, when, where,
while, and wihy.

4, Mental and Linguistic Verbs: This relatively small group of
verbg refers to various acts of thinking and speaking. Mental
verbs Include think, know, believe, imagine, feel, consider,
suppose, decide, forget, and remember. Linguistic verbs include
say, tell, speak, showt, answer, call, reply, and yell.

&)

APPEND[X C EXAMPLES OF NARRATIVES
3-year-cld

It locks like a animal. Tt looks like a frog. 1t is o frog! And here's
a little . . . [iroils off].

And the dop looking in the water, Him playing in the sand. The
dog's playing in the sand. Look at the reindeer. 11’s done. Look.
This poge's the dog’s on the man’s shoulder. And the dog's
running eround like the man.

4-year-old

A frog was in there, and the dog was looking in there, and the
little boy was locking, The frop got out when he was sleep. He
saw them when he pot out. He didn't see where he was at. He was
fost. He was mean to the dog. He hollered ot the frog. And that
was the mouse. He—and the dog—he up the tree. And the mouse
hurt his nose. He was gonna climb up that tree from the bees. And
the little boy was going in there, and the dog was running. And he
fell. The [rog, he climbed the rock. He climbed on the rock and
thought that the frog was there. So that reindeer go on him. And
he's going {0 fall down off the reindeer. And they got in the water,
and he was mad. He got up there 1o see the frog. They have baby
frogs. And he said, “Bye.”

S-year-old

Once upon a time there was a boy who was...had a dog and a
frog. He was showing it. And the frog was looking at iL. And he
wenl asleep. And the frog came out, And he wake up, and there no
frog in there. He wasn't there. He drop it, and he got mad, He
said, “Bumpy, Bumpy, where are you?" He probably up in the
beehive, But he's not, He's probably up. But he dropped—ithey
really drop the beehive, And they gonna fix the steamed dog. He's
looking there. And there’s a owl that's chasing after the dog bees.
And he called, “Willy, where are you?” and “Where did you go?”
There was a moose. And he knocked him down in the pond. And
where is froggy? He's probably there. He look. He said, “Ssh.”
And he found them, “My babies!” and “Come everybody let's go
home.” The end.
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