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fantasy narratives. Propp (1968) analyzed and compared
100 fairytales according to their structural elements.
"He argued these tales were composed of action elements,
or "functions". Propp defined "function" as an act of
a character. Prince (1982) argued that a minimal story
consists of three chronologically ordered events or
units. The first event must precede the second event
and the second event must cause the third event.
Applebee (1978), described a story as having a
beginning and an ending which resolves some problem.
Botvin and Sutton-Smith (1977) used a system similar to
Propp's, to analyze fantasy narratives composed by
children. Their minimal definition of a story
consisted of a series of actions which occur in a more
or less predictable manner,

A third view to story structure has arisen from
the approach that stories are understood much the same
way as problems are solved (Black, 1977; Black & Bower,
1980; Brewer & Lichtenstein, in press; Bruce & Newman,
1978) . According to this view, a story consists of:
(a) conflict, (b) character's feelings and thoughts,
and (c¢) the point of view taken by the narrator

(author) . Readers are guided by conceiving of the
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characters as trying to solve a problem (conflict) and
achieve a goal.

The fourth approach which has been used to examine
the structural elements of stories is the story
structure, or story schema approach. Botvin and
Sutton-Smith (1977) stated that the coincidence between
the attributes found in children's narratives and the
formal attributes found in fairy tales, as set forth by
Propp (1968), indicates that at some point in learning
to compose stories, children employ a narrative schema
that is similar to tales they have heard and read.
Several researchers have described this narrative
schema in the form of story grammars (Mandler &
Johnson, 1977; Rumelhart, 1975; Stein & Glenn, 1979;
Thorndyke, 1977). A story schema can be defined as an
idealized internal representation of the parts of a
typical story and the relations among those parts
(Mandler & Johnson, 1977). A story grammar, on the
other hand, is a set of rules that will define both a
text's structure and an individual's mental
representation of story structure (whaley, 1981).

An early grammar, developed by Rumelhart (1975),
served as a basis for the subsequent development of

later story grammars. Rumelhart's grammar is based on
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syntactic rules which generate the internal structure
of stories and a corresponding set of semantic
interpretation rules. Thorndyke (1977) developed a
story grammar similar to Rumelhart's rules, but added
more detail. For example, Rumelhart's grammar states
that a story is comprised of a setting plus an episode.
Thorndyke's first rule states that a story is comprised
of a setting plus a theme, a plot, and a resolution. 2
third grammar was developed by Mandler and Johnson
(1977). Their grammar has a general framework
including hierarchical ordering of story elements with
basic components related causally or temporally. 1In
the fourth grammar developed by Stein and Glenn (1979)
"and", "then", and "cause" links are added in the
grammar hierarchy. Figure 1 presents the six story
elements included in the Stein and Glenn grammar and
describes each element in detail. The order in which
these elements occur in Figure 1 is the order
prescribed for a well formed story, as defined by a
grammar. Figure 2 is an example of a well formed
story.

The story schema approach not only has
implications for how stories are organized, but also

has implications for how stories are understood.
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Figure 1

Categories and Types of Causal Relations
Occurring in a Simple Story *

SETTING
allow
episode

INITIATING
EVENT
cause

INTERNAL
RESPONSE
cause

ATTEMPT
cause
or
enable

CONSEQUENCE
cause

REACTION

Introduction of the protagonist;
contains information about the
social, physical, or temporal
context in which the story events
occur.

An action, an internal event, or a
physical event that serves to
initiate the story line or cause
the protagonist to respond
emotionally and to formulate a
goal,.

An emotional reaction and a goal,

often incorporating the thought of
the protagonist that cause him to

initiate action.

An overt action or series of
actions, carried out in the service

of attaining a goal.

An event, action, or endstate,
marking the attainment or
nonattainment of the protagonist's
goal.

An internal response expressing the
protagonist's feelings about the
outcome of his actions or the
occurrence of broader, general
consequences resulting from the
goal attainment or nonattainment

of the protagonist.

* Stein and Glenn,

1979
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Example

Figure 2

of a Well Formed Story *

Setting

Initiating
Event

Internal
Response

Attempt

Consequence

Reaction

Once there was a big gray fish
named Albert.

He lived in a big city pond near
the edge of a forest.

One day, Albert was swimming around
the pond.

Then he spotted a big juicy worm on
top of the water.

BAlbert knew how delicious worms
tasted.

He wanted to eat one for his
dinner.

So he swam very close to the worm.
Then he bit into him.

Suddenly, Albert was pulled through
the water into a boat.
He had been caught by a fisherman.

Albert felt sad.
He wished he had been more careful.

* Stein and Policastro, in press
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Research has shown that story schema plays a role in
the processing of story information. For example, a
schema for stories, represented by the story grammar,
enables the reader to attend to certain aspects of the
incoming story material while keeping track of what has
gone on before (Mandler & Johnson, 1977; Stgin & Glenn,
1979). The schema alerts the reader when a portion of
the story is complete and can be stored in memory, or
whether the information should be held until more can
be added (Rand, 1984). Story schema also plays an
important part in retrieval of story information. In
order to recall the story information, the reader uses
the framework of typical stories found in his
internalized schema for stories. The more a story
conforms to an ideal structure, the better the story is
recalled (Mandler, 1978). 1In addition, the basic
elements defined in the grammar will be recalled more
freguently than elaborations and details because they
are higher in the story structure hierarchy.

It is clear that some disagreement exists about
the number of structural elements that are needed in
order to consider a text a story. Two of the
definitions (Prince, 1982; Botvin & Sutton-Smith, 1977)

are the least complex. Their story definitions do not
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include a goal element, Three of the story grammars
(Rumelhart, 1975; Stein & Glenn, 1979; Thorndyke, 1977)
require stories to include goal directed sequences in
order to be labeled a story. The goal directed view of
story structure defines a story in a similar manner to
the definition of the story grammars. The present
study employed the story schema definition of a story
and its structural elements for two reasons. First,
this approach ties story structure knowledge to
understanding and comprehending stories. Since a goal
of this study was to examine methods of improving
comprehension, the story schéma approach seemed
beneficial. Second, this approach has previously been

applied to instruction with success.
Research on Story Structure Instruction

Based on studies which found that comprehension
and recall of sfories was better when readers have well
developed story schema (Mandler & Johnson, 1977; Stein
& Glenn, 1979), researchers recently have begun to
study the effects of instructing readers who did not
have a well developed internalized structure for
stories (Buss, Ratliff, & Irion, 1985; Fitzgerald &

Teasley, 1985; Fitzgerald & Spiegel, 1983; Gordon &
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Braun, 1983; Singer & Donlan, 1982). Several studies
have shown that students who were explicitly instructed
in story structure elements and organization of stories
improve in their ability to recall and answer questions
about stories. Buss, Ratliff, and Irion (1985)
instructed third grade children in story structure
elements and examined the effects of this instruction
on children's story comprehension. Aall children were
pre-, pcst~ and delay-tested on knowledge of story
structures and amount of story recall. After 10 days
of instruction, results indicated that instruction in
story structure increased knowledge of story structure
and comprehension of stories.

Fitzgerald and Spiegel (1983) instructed fourth
grade readers in narrative structure if pretest results
indicated a lack of story structure knowledge.
Instructica was conducted in two phases: the first
consisting of six instructional periods over a two-week
period, and the second consisted of instruction
administered periodically over a five-week period. On
comprehension posttests, story structure instruction
was found to have a strong posit;ve effect on reading

comprehension.
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Gordon and Braun (1982) used fables and a
macrocloze procedure to instruct fifth-grade readers on
the structural elements of a story. Instruction
consisted of 15 sessions over a five~-week period.
Results from written recalls of both familiar and
unfamiliar text indicated that children instructed in
story structure employed the structure not only for
recall of familiar text, but also for comprehension and
recall of new and unfamiliar stories.

Singer and Donlan (1982) instructed eleventh-grade
readers in story structure using schema general
questions for each story element defined in a grammar.
The students were taught to derive story specific
questions from schema general questions as they read
short stories. §8ix stories were read over a three-week
period. Criterion-referenced tests administered after
each story indicated significant gains in reading
comprehesion by the group receiving instruction in
making schema general questions story specific.

Instruction in story structure has also been found
to improve children's story writing., Fitzgerald and
Teasley (1985) instructed fourth-grade readers, who
were identified as lacking a keen sense of narrative

structure, in story constituents and their
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interrelations. Instruction in narrative structure had
a strong positive effect on organization in story
writing. Also, overall creativity was also enhanced.

The results of these studies indicate that direct
instruction in story structure improves comprehension
and writing abilities of school age readers. Only one
study (Dreher & Singer, 198¢) found nonsignificant
results after instructing fifth-grade subjects in story
structure. However, the results may have been
attenuated because the researchers did not pretest
their subjects to determine the existing level of story
structure knowledge, and thus determine who would
benefit from instruction,

Although these instructional studies have been
conducted with school age readers, other researchers
have examined preschoolers' and prereaders' story
knowledge or sense of story (Dunning & Mason, 1984;
Morrow, 1985, 1984; Nurss, Hough, & Goodson, 1981;
Pelligrini & Galda, 1982; Roser & Martinez, 1985).
These studies found that even young children are
beginning to develop story knowledge.

Nurss, Hough, and Goodson (1981) examined
four-year-o0ld children's oral compositions for presence

of a main character, sequence of events, indications of

12
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feelings, setting, plot, and story time. They found
that sequence of events was the most well developed
story element. All children told a sequence of events
after viewing a wordless picture book. However, none
of the subjects told complete stories (analyzed for
presence of a main character, sequence of events,
indication of feelings, setting, plot, and story time).
Despite this poor performance, being able to tell a
story, even an incomplete story as defined by a
grammar, is an indication that four-year-olds have
some intuitive story knowledge.

Roser and Martinez (1985) transcribed preschool
children's language responses--comments, questions, and
answers about different aspects of text--that were
recorded over a 1@ month period. Transcriptions were
analyzed and categorized into types of story talk and
focus of story talk. They found that children's story
talk, after oral reading, focused on story structure
elements, indicating some intuitive knowledge of story
structure.

Despite not teaching children about story
structure in an explicit way, several studies involved
instruction which could have influenced young

children's knowledge of stories. For instance,
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Pelligrini and Galda (1982) assessed the effects of
three modes of story reconstruction training on the
development of kindergarten children's story
comprehension. On separate occasions, three stories
were read to three groups of children. After hearing
the story, one group, the fantasy play group, verbally
reconstructed the story through peer interaction. The
discussion group also had children reconstruct the
story verbally, but as the result of adult questions.
They did not engage in fantasy reconstruction or
accommodate to the views of the others in the
discussion group. Children in the drawing group
reconstructed the story graphically. Children were
given a 10 question multiple-choice test and a recall
task. The recalls were scored for constituents
according to Thorndyke's (1977) grammar, and for
sequence of constituents recalled in their immediate
temporal order. Results indicated that the children in
the fantasy play group performed better on the
comprehension measures.

Dunning and Mason (1984) assessed whether the way
in which a teacher focuses on the connections between
story characters' actions and their underlying internal

states could influence children's retellings after
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hearing a story. They found that the teacher's story
presentation did make a difference as measured by
completeness of story grammar (how many story grammar
elements were included in the retelling), order of
story grammar components (points if the story grammar
components were retold in sequence), and the gquality of
children's story retellings.

Morrow (1984, 1985) examined whether questions
based on story structure would improve kindergartner's
listening comprehension. One treatment group discussed
stories read to them based on teacher gquestions that
focused on story structure elements of setting, theme,
plot, and resolution. A second group of children heard
stories and discussed them based on teacher questions
of literal, inferential, and critical content. A third
group heard stories and discussed them based on a
combination of story structure questions and the
traditional comprehension gquestions of literal,
inferential, and critical content. Posttest results
were obtained by reading an unfamiliar story to the
children, followed by oral guestions consisting of five
story structure questions and five traditional
comprehension questions. Posttest results indicated

that the group receiving combination questions

15
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performed better on the comprehension measure; however,
on a one-month delayed test, the group receiving only
story structure questions performed better on the
comprehension measure.

Ratliff (1985) explicitly instructed preschool
children in story structure elements. In this study,
four-year-olds were pretested to assess their story
structure knowledge and listening comprehension ability
on fivevmeasures: (a) story production, (b) picture
arrangement, (c) story rules knowledge (structural
elements), (d) free recall of a story, and (e) probed
recall. Subjects who were lacking in story structure
knowledge, as determined by a cut-off score of 15 on
the total of the five tasks, were assigned to either a
treatment group that received explicit instruction in
story elements, or one of two control groups. The
first control group, judged to be less skilled in story
knowledge and listening comprehension, received no
treatment. The second control group, judged to be
skilled in story knowledge and listening comprehension,
also did not receive treatment. Subjects in the
instructional group received seven periods of
instruction that focused@ on eight rules about stories

that were adapted from a grammar (Stein & Glenn, 1979)
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to a rule format by McGee and Tompkins (1981l). These
rules included that (a) stories have characters,
stories have a setting: (b) when and (c¢) where, (4)
stories have a problem, (e) stories have a\solution,
and (f), (g), and (h) stories have a beginning, a
middle, and an end. After explicit instruction of a
rule, the children participated in reinforcement
activities such as puppetry and book making. Following
instruction, all children were posttested on the same
five measures used during pretesting. Posttest results
indicated that the effects of instruction were
significant in improving performance on both the story
rules guestions (structural elements) and the probed
recall tasks. The present study is based on Ratliff
(1985), but has three major changes: (a) addition of a
delayed test to determine the subsequent use of the
instructed story elements as well as to ascertain the
generalizability of the methods used for instruction;
(b) addition of the story group who listened to the
stories used during instruction, in order to determine
the effects of exposure to well formed stories on story
structure knowledge; and (c) revision of the

instruction--one additional day of instruction,

17
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changing the sequence of the story rule presentation,
and addition of more story production activities.

In summary, preschool children have begun to
acquire knowledge of how stories are organized, what
elements are included in a story, and how those
elements are ordered. However, not all young children
enter school with the same abilities. The children in
the present study, as well as in Ratliff (1985), were
all enrolled in a preschool program for economically
disadvantaged. Researchers have reported social class
differences in the kinds of behaviors parents exhibit
in reading to their young children (Heath, 1982; Ninio,
1980¢). Others have attributed differemnces in school
performance in reading achievement to characteristics
of the literacy backgrounds of children (Heath, 1982;
McCormick & Mason, in press), therefore it was assumed
that children in this preschool might not have well
developed story structure knowledge, and would benefit
from the instruction. It may be important for young
children's future reading development to help them
acquire more explicit knowledge about stories and their
structure as early as possible. 1Indeed, research has
shown that young children in kindergarten and preschool

have benefitted from instruction based on story
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structure (Morrow 1984, 1985), and from explicit
instruction in story structure (Ratliff, 1985). The
focus of the present study is to extend research on

story structure knowledge instruction.

Research on Listening to Staries

Although research has shown both school age and
preschool children benefit from explicit instruction in
story structure, the results of these studies could be
due to a confounding factor. That is, in all the
instructional studies, children were exposed to well
formed stories. 1In most cases, the stories were short
and conformed perfectly to a story grammar definition
of story structure. It could be that listening to or
reading well formed stories produced enhanced
comprehension rather than the explicit instruction.

Home literacy research has suggested that reading
to a preschool child is a valuable activity. Durkin
(1966), Clark (1976), and Bissex (1980) found that
children who were successful in school were read to at
home. By reading aloud to their children, parents
assist in developing literacy concepts such as book
handling and print awareness (Clay, 1979; Smith, 1978),

structuring the reading event (Ninio & Bruner, 1978;
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Snow & Goldfield, 1982), and matching the orthography
with sounds (Schickedanz, 1981). Being read to can
also have an important influence on a child's attitude
toward reading (Hiebert, 1981).

In summary, although children can learn to read
without having been read to, there is evidence that
such experience has numerous facilitative effects on
literacy development. It would seem to be a reasonable
assumption that listening to stories could familiarize
chilren with certain literary conventions and serve to

develop the child's schema for stories.
Purpose

The purpose of this study was to examine the
effects of explicit instruction in story structure on
the immediate and delayed listening comprehension of
preschoolers. Explicit story structure instruction
focused on teaching children eight story rules adapted
from a story grammar (McGee & Tompkins, 1981; Tompkins,
1979). The results of the explicit instruction were
compared to the results of a group who just listened to
stories, and to a control group. Three groups of
approximately 15 children were included in the study.

One group of less skilled children in story structure

20
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knowledge and listening comprehension comprised the
instructional group. A second group of less skilled
children in story structure and listening comprehension
heard all of the stories read to the instructional
group, but did not participate in any of the rules
instruction or in the story related activities. This
group was included to examine the effects of exposure
to well formed stories on the listening comprehension
and story knowledge of prereaders. Finally, a third
group of unskilled children in story structure
knowledge and listening comprehension received neither
instruction nor story reading. BAll students were
pretested on two listening comprehension measures--(a)
free recall and (b) probed recall of a story--and two
story knowledge measures--(c) story production and (4)
story rules knowledge. Students were posttested,
immediately after the instructional phase, using the
same four measures used at pretesting. 1In addition,
all students were posttested again 10 days after the
first posttest to ascertain the generalizability of the
instruction as well as the subsequent use of the

instructed story elements.

Hypotheses

The following hypotheses were tested:
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1. After the treatment phase, children instructed in
story structure will receive higher ratings on their
story productions tﬁan either a group receiving oral
story reading or a group receiving no treatment.

2. After the treatment phase, children instructed in
story structure will correctly answer more
questions about story rules than either a group
receiving oral story reading or a group receiving no
treatment.

3. After the treatment phase, children instructed in
story structure will recall more ideas after
listening to a story than either a group receiving
oral story reading or a group receiving no
treatment.

4, After the treatment phase, children instructed in
story structure will correctly answer more
questions after listening to a story than either a
group receiving oral story reading or a group

receiving no treatment.

22
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Chapter 2
REVIEW OF THE RELATED LITERATURE

The purpose of this study was to examine the
effects of explicit instruction in story structure and
listening to stories on the listening comprehension of
preschoolers. The first portion of the review of the
literature delineates the terminology used in story
structure research. The second portion of the review
of literature reviews how stories have been analyzed
from four different viewpoints. The third portion of
the review of the literature delineates the research on
story schema in four sections: (a) the development of
story grammars, (b) the influence of story schema on
comprehension and recall, (c¢) the effects of
instructing children in story structure and its effect
on comprehension of stories, and (d) story structure
knowledge in prereaders. The fourth portion of the
review focuses on a variety of instructional techniques
that have been reported in the literature that directly
focus on enhancing story structure knowledge. Finally,
this literature review includes research investigating
the effect of reading stories to young children. This
portion is included in order to delineate what may be
the effects of reading well formed stories to children
who lack story structure knowledge.

23
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Terminology

Although much of the literature uses the terms
"story schema" and "concept of story" interchangeably,
it may be of value to more clearly define those terms
for the purpose of this study. Stein and her
colleagues (Stein & Policastro, 1982; Stein & Trabasso,
1981) define a story concept as those aspects of story
knowledge which are used to make decisions about what
constitutes a story. In contrast, they argue story
schema includes all knowledge related to stories. They
further state that the knowledge of stories that a
child has may or may not be used when deciding what
constitutes a story or when composing a story.

Applebee (1978) interchanged the terms "concept of
story" and "sense of story" when discussing a
structured set of expectations that children have about
stories. In examining children's compositions, he
found that children create stories with more complex
organizational structures as they get older and that
their compositions more closely conform to the
structure of a narrative with increasing age. He
concluded that children's concept of story grows firmer

with age as their experience with stories increases.

24
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The present study will use the term "story schema"
to mean children's internalized knowledge about the
structure of stories. A story grammar is a concrete
representation of the structural elements or categories
of story information thought to be included in a story
schema as well as relations which occur among those

categories (Stein & Glenn, 1979).
Analysis of Narratives

Several approaches have been used to analyze the
structural elements of stories. This section of the
review of the literature delineates four of those
approaches: (a) literary criticism, (b) fantasy
narrative analysis, (c¢) understanding stories as
problem solving or goal directed, and (d) story schema.
The purpose of examining these approaches is to build a
framework for the methods used in the present study.

The first approach to analyzing the structure of
stories is the literary criticism approach. Lukens
(1982) suggests seven literary elements are included in
stories: (a) character, the person, animal, or object
involved in the action of-the story; (b) plot, the
problem requiring some action by the character; (c¢)

setting, when and where the story takes place;

25
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(d) theme, the idea that connects the other elements in
the story; (e) point of view, the story telling
perspective; (f) style, the use of language by the
author to create an effect; and (g) tone, using a
particular style to convey the feelings of the author.
Lukens suggests teaching these elements to children to
enhance story understanding, as well as an appreciation
of stories.

A second approach to analyzing the structure of
stories is the fantasy narrative approach. Several
theorists have examined fantasy narratives in order to
describe their structure. One aspect of story
structure that has been studied using this approach is
plot. Aristotle stated that the "fable" or plot is the
governing element of narrative (Butcher, 1955). The
types of actions that occur, or plot, was also examined
by Propp (1968). When analyzing structures in 100
Russian fairy tales, Propp identified 31 main types of
actions that might occur in such stories; however, not
all functions must occur in a single tale. He defined
these action elements as "functions", or an act of a
character. Each of the 31 functions was identified
according to its significance for the course of events,

independent of the fulfillment of the function or who

26
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brings about the fulfillment. For example, a person
who helps the hero satisfy a need can vary from tale to
tale. The helper could be a friend or a stranger and
the underlying action remains the same. Propp defines
plot as linked functions. He argues that two functions
are mandatory elements of stories: (a) lack, where one
character of a group or family lacks or desires
something, and (b) villainy, where the villain causes
harm or injury to a member of the group or family.

From his analysis, Propp concluded that the number of
basic functions usually appear in a particular order,
making another required element. For example, help
cannot be given without some preexisting need for it,
thus order grows out of the logic of events, not
convention.

Prince (1982) defined plot in terms of events. An
event is defined as the basic unit of narrative
discourse and the selection and ordering of events is
the task of plot construction. A unit is any event
which can be expressed as a sentence. Sentence
connectors are either causal or temporal. Plot
construction selects and orders the events into a
story. A "minimal story" is defined by Prince as

consisting of three chronologically ordered events in
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