
LSHSS

Research Note

Do Live Versus Audio-Recorded Narrative
Stimuli Influence Young Children’s

Narrative Comprehension
and Retell Quality?

Young-Suk Grace Kima

Purpose: The primary aim of the present study was
to examine whether different ways of presenting
narrative stimuli (i.e., live narrative stimuli versus
audio-recorded narrative stimuli) influence children’s
performances on narrative comprehension and oral-retell
quality.
Method: Children in kindergarten (n = 54), second grade
(n = 74), and fourth grade (n = 65) were matched on their
performance on a standardized oral-language comprehension
task and then were randomly assigned to 1 of the 2 conditions
that differed in how narrative stimuli were presented to
children: live narrative stimuli and audio-recorded narrative
stimuli.

Results: Kindergartners and 2nd graders in the live
condition had higher mean performance on narrative
comprehension, with effect sizes of .43 and .39, respectively,
after accounting for age, gender, and school. No differences
were found in narrative comprehension for children in
4th grade. Children’s oral-retell quality did not differ as a
function of condition in any grade.
Conclusion: These results suggest that how narrative
stimuli are presented to children (i.e., live versus audio-
recorded narrative stimuli) may affect children’s narrative
comprehension, particularly for young children in kindergarten
and Grade 2. Implications for assessment and instruction
are discussed.

Narrative skills, including comprehension and pro-
duction (and retell), are critical to daily inter-
actional demands in the classroom (Snow, 1983,

1991; Westerveld & Gillon, 2010). Narrative comprehen-
sion, and retell and production,1 are also strongly related
to literacy skills such as reading comprehension (Dickinson
& Porche, 2011; Hoover & Gough, 1990; Kendeou, van
den Broek, White, & Lynch, 2009; Kim, 2015b; Tabors,
Snow, & Dickinson, 2001) and writing (e.g., Berninger &
Abbott, 2010; Juel, Griffith, & Gough, 1986; Kim, 2015a;
Kim, Al Otaiba, Wanzek, & Gatlin, 2015). It is unsurprising
that the Common Core State Standards (2010), implemented
by many states in the United States, explicitly state expec-
tations on children’s narrative skills even in kindergarten.
Moreover, recent efforts in narrative assessment have

provided useful evaluation tools for children of various ages.
Justice, Bowles, Pence, and Gosse (2010) developed the
Narrative Assessment Protocol, which assesses the micro-
structure of children’s narrative samples. Petersen, Gillam,
and Gillam (2008) also developed a scoring system called the
Index of Narrative Complexity, which evaluates the macro-
and microstructure of narrative samples for progress-
monitoring purposes.

Given the importance to academic success and in-
creased attention to narrative skills in the school context, it
is critical to have a clear understanding about procedural
factors that influence children’s performance in narrative
comprehension and retell. Studies have shown that variation
in procedures and methods does influence children’s perfor-
mance. For instance, variation in follow-up prompts influ-
enced middle-school students’ oral-retell performance such
that students who were provided with follow-up prompts
such as “Do you remember anything else?” produced a

1Narrative retell and production have been shown to capture a single
dimension or construct (Gillam & Pearson, 2004; Kim, Park, & Park,
2015).
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greater number of idea units than those who were not (Reed
& Petscher, 2012). In addition, presentation of stories using
oral and pictorial stimuli made a difference in children’s
story recall such that kindergartners and second graders
recalled more content when stories were presented orally
and pictorially than either orally or pictorially (Schneider &
Dubé, 2005). A recent study investigated whether preschool
children’s oral narrative retell would differ when stories
were presented by an animated movie compared to a tradi-
tional storybook. Results revealed that animated stories
elicited a greater number of words and more diverse syntac-
tic structure than still pictures (Diehm, Wood, Messier,
& Callender, 2015). In contrast, color of illustrations in
stories (color or black and white) does not appear to influ-
ence the elicited number of words or diversity of vocabulary
(Schneider, Rivard, & Debreuil, 2011). It is interesting,
though, that the author was not able to identify studies
that examined the effect of varying assessment procedures
and conditions on narrative comprehension.

Among several procedural factors relevant to narra-
tive performance, the focal aspect in the present study was
to vary how narrative stories or stimuli were presented to
the child, whether the stimuli were read aloud by assessors
or children listened to audio-recorded narrative stimuli. As-
sessments vary in this aspect. For instance, the assessment
protocols in the Test of Narrative Language (TNL; Gillam
& Pearson, 2004) and Renfrew Bus Story (Renfrew, 1969)
require assessors to read aloud stories to children. On the
other hand, in the Strong Narrative Assessment Procedure
(Strong, 1998), children listen to audio-recorded stories
corresponding to the Frog series of wordless picture books
(Mayer, 1967; Mayer & Mayer, 1975). Research studies
also vary in how narrative stories are presented to children.
In some studies, stories were read aloud live by assessors
(e.g., Curenton, Craig, & Flanigan, 2008; Dickinson &
Tabors, 1991; Reese & Cox, 1999; Reese, Leyva, Sparks, &
Grolnick, 2010), whereas in other studies, children heard
audio- or video-recorded narrative stories (Scott & Windsor,
2000; Westerveld & Gillon, 2010; Westerveld, Gillon, &
Miller, 2004).

Despite variability in research studies and standard-
ized and normed instruments, it is not clear whether young
children’s comprehension and oral retell are influenced
by how narrative stimuli are presented (live versus audio-
recorded narrative stimuli). One motivation for using audio-
recorded stories in assessment is related to measurement
error. Live narrative stimuli are susceptible to measurement
error attributable to assessors because assessors are likely
to vary the way they read a story to different children. Despite
training, some assessors may vary in terms of expressive-
ness (pitch and intonation). Furthermore, even the same
assessor may read a story differently at different times (e.g.,
when the assessor is working with the first child of the day
versus the 10th child). Using audio-recorded stories would
greatly reduce these variabilities attributable to assessors,
and thus reduce inconsistency in assessment, provided that
the ambient environmental factors are controlled (e.g., quiet
and undisturbed assessment location).

Listening to stories via audio media is not unfamiliar
to young children. With the increasing availability and pop-
ularity of digital media and devices such as CDs, DVDs,
computers, and television shows targeting young children
(Rideout & Hamel, 2006), children are exposed to spoken
language via digital devices at an early age (Krcmar &
Cingel, 2014; Linebarger & Vaala, 2010). This is true in the
classroom context also, because audio-recorded stories are
frequently used for instructional purposes. For instance,
it is not uncommon that primary-grade children listen to
audio-recorded stories during center time for story compre-
hension and reading fluency. Furthermore, extant literature
about children’s vocabulary learning suggests that young
children can learn from digital devices such as television
(Anderson et al., 2001; Linebarger & Piotrowski, 2010;
Linebarger & Walker, 2005; Rice, Huston, Truglio, & Wright,
1990; Schmitt & Anderson, 2002). Young children watch-
ing TV shows with rich vocabulary such as Arthur and
Dragon Tales had a greater expressive vocabulary than those
watching TV shows with reduced linguistic stimuli such
as Teletubbies, after accounting for parental education,
children’s home environment, and general cognitive ability
(Linebarger & Walker, 2005).

These findings are important because studies have con-
sistently shown that vocabulary knowledge, a foundational
oral language skill (Lepola, Lynch, Laakkonen, Silvén, &
Niemi, 2012), is fundamental to discourse-level oral language
skills, including narrative comprehension (Florit, Roch, &
Levorato, 2013; Kendeou, Bohn-Gettler, White, & van den
Broek, 2008; Kim, 2015b, 2016; Kim & Phillips, 2014; Lepola
et al., 2012; Strasser & del Río, 2014). In other words, narra-
tive comprehension requires an understanding of meanings
of words in the stories in addition to other cognitive skills
(e.g., working memory and inferencing). For instance, vocab-
ulary was independently related to narrative comprehension
for 4- to 5-year-old children (Florit et al., 2013). In a similar
vein, vocabulary was independently related to narrative
comprehension after accounting for theory of mind, compre-
hension monitoring, and inhibitory control for children in
kindergarten and first grade (Kim & Phillips, 2014).

However, despite consistency in stimuli presentation,
and evidence that children can learn vocabulary from digital
devices, using audio-recorded narrative stimuli might not
be the best way to present information in order to assess
children’s narrative skills accurately. Studies on language
acquisition indicate that the most effective vocabulary learn-
ing (receptive vocabulary) is through live, child-directed
or joint-reference contexts, not via media (Krcmar, Grela,
& Lin, 2007). Moreover, the potential effect of live versus
audio-recorded narrative stimuli might depend on the devel-
opmental level of children. Children younger than 22 months
were not able to identify the target item when a novel word
was presented via the television, whereas older children
were (Krcmar et al., 2007). Therefore, the effect of live ver-
sus audio-recorded narrative stimuli, if any, may be larger
for younger children than older children.

To the author’s knowledge, little evidence is avail-
able about whether variation in the way a story is presented
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(read aloud live by an assessor or audio-recorded) influences
young children’s performance on narrative comprehension
and retell tasks. Therefore, the primary goal of the present
study was to identify conditions under which children
perform better, with a particular focus on how narrative
stimuli are presented to children. The research question in
the present study was as follows: Are there differences in
mean performances in narrative comprehension and narra-
tive oral-retell quality for children who listen to stories
presented in a live narrative-stimuli condition versus an
audio-recorded narrative-stimuli condition?

This research question was addressed by assigning
children in kindergarten and Grades 2 and 4 to one of the
two conditions. On the basis of the previous finding that
live interaction is beneficial to children’s language acquisition,
it was hypothesized that live narrative stimuli might be
advantageous for children’s narrative comprehension and
consequently story-retell quality. It was also expected that
the effect, if any, would be more likely to be observed for
younger children, but no hypothesis was made regarding a
specific age or grade. It should be noted that in oral retell,
retell quality and retell amount (i.e., total number of utterances)
were examined. However, the author hypothesized that
effect would be found in retell quality, not quantity, because
any observed effects on retell would likely be due to the
child’s comprehension of the story, which would primarily
influence retell quality.

The findings of the proposed study may have impor-
tant implications for researchers and practitioners (e.g.,
teachers, school psychologists, and speech-language pathol-
ogists). If findings do show an impact of narrative-stimuli
presentation method, researchers and clinicians should care-
fully consider how to present narrative stimuli to children
during narrative comprehension and retell assessments. Fur-
thermore, narrative-stimuli presentation method may have
to be considered as part of the instructional procedures when
designing instruction on narrative ability.

Method
Overview of the Study Design

Children in kindergarten, Grade 2, and Grade 4 were
matched on their performance on a general language-
comprehension task and then randomly assigned to either
the live or the audio-recorded narrative-stimuli condition.
Children in the live condition heard narrative stories read
aloud by assessors. Children in the audio-recorded condition
heard recorded narrative stories via a CD player. Children
were then asked to retell the stories and were asked compre-
hension questions. Children’s retells were digitally recorded,
transcribed, and coded for retell quantity.

Participants
A total of 193 children—54 in kindergarten (31 girls,

23 boys), 74 in Grade 2 (39 girls, 35 boys), and 65 in Grade 4
(37 girls, 28 boys)—from two elementary schools (one public
and one private) in a midsize city in Florida participated

in the study (see Table 1). Three additional children par-
ticipated in the study but were not included in the analysis
reported here because they were not available for the key
assessments (narrative comprehension and retell) after assign-
ment to conditions. Children with severe intellectual and
emotional disabilities identified from school records were
excluded from the study. Children with limited English pro-
ficiency, as determined by school records, were initially in-
cluded. In Florida, where the study was conducted, English
language learners’ proficiency is assessed by the Compre-
hensive Language Learning Assessment, which includes lis-
tening, speaking, reading, and writing. A couple of students
who had severely limited English proficiency (i.e., it was
clear that these students did not understand directions in
the task) were excluded from the study. Children with lan-
guage impairment, speech impairment, learning disabilities,
and limited English proficiency (those who had sufficient
proficiency to understand and conduct the tasks) were in-
cluded in the study for ecological validity. According to
school records, one child in kindergarten was identified to
have language impairment, one had speech impairment,
one was identified with developmental delay, and one had
limited English proficiency. In Grade 2, three children were
identified to have language impairment, two had speech
impairment, and one had limited English proficiency. In
Grade 4, one child had language impairment. All these chil-
dren were included in the study. Assignment to the condi-
tions was based on the child’s performance on a normed
oral comprehension task in each grade, not the child’s im-
pairment status (see Table 1 for number of children in each
condition).

As shown in Table 1, the majority of children were
African American or Caucasian, which corresponds to
the population of the area where the study was conducted.
A total of 52%, 65%, and 51% of children, respectively, in
kindergarten, Grade 2, and Grade 4 were eligible for free
or reduced-price lunch. Note that the vast majority of chil-
dren from the public school were African American, and
all were eligible for free or reduced-price lunch, whereas the
majority of children from the private school were Caucasian
and none were eligible for free or reduced-price lunch.
Differences in schools and associated demographic factors
and socioeconomic status differences were taken into account
in the statistical analysis by including school as a control
variable. Given participating children’s demographic char-
acteristics in each school, including school as a control
variable essentially accounted for differences in free and
reduced-price lunch status as well as racial background of
the children.

Measures
Oral Language Comprehension

The Listening Comprehension subscale of the Oral
and Written Language Scales–Second Edition (OWLS-II;
Carrow-Woolfolk, 2011) was used for kindergarteners.
In this task, the child heard sentences of increasing length
and then was asked to point to a picture that represented
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the heard sentence. Reliability was reported to be .98 for 3-
to 7-year-old children (Carrow-Woolfolk, 2011). For chil-
dren in Grades 2 and 4, the Woodcock-Johnson III Tests
of Achievement (WJ-III) Oral Comprehension subtest
(Woodcock, McGrew, & Mather, 2001) was used. The
WJ-III Oral Comprehension subtest is a cloze task in which
the child completes orally presented sentences (e.g., People
sit in ____) and short stories. It has been shown to be re-
lated to other language skills such as verbal comprehension
(r = .59) and story recall (r = .47) for children 6 to 8 years
old (Woodcock et al., 2001). Reliability was reported to be
.82 for 4- to 7-year-olds and .74 for 8- to 10-year-olds.

Using different listening-comprehension measures for
kindergartners and children in Grades 2 and 4 is a limitation
of the present study (see later). This was primarily due to
the limited time that was available to the research team to
work with children in Grades 2 and 4.

Narrative Comprehension
Children’s narrative comprehension was assessed by

their responses to comprehension questions in Tasks 1, 3,
and 5 of the TNL (Gillam & Pearson, 2004). In Task 1, the
child heard a story without visual stimuli. In Task 3, a se-
ries of five pictures was presented to the child along with a
story. In Task 5, a single picture was presented to the child
along with a story. After hearing each story in either a live
or an audio-recorded condition, the child was asked to retell
the story and was then asked comprehension questions about
the story. Comprehension questions were related to the
narrative key elements and details (i.e., Who were the main
characters? Where did this story take place? What was the
problem in this story? ). There were a total of 30 comprehen-
sion questions across the three tasks. Children’s responses
were scored according to the manual, with a total possible
score of 39; although the vast majority of questions were
worth 1 point, some were worth 2 or 3 points. Interrater agree-
ment (exact agreement) was 1.00.

Narrative-Retell Quality
Children’s narrative retell was assessed by asking the

child to retell the stories in TNL Tasks 1, 3, and 5. According
to the TNL protocol, Tasks 3 and 5 do not have a retell
portion, but these were adapted in the present study such
that children were asked to retell the story immediately

after they heard the stories in the three tasks. This was done
to obtain retell data on multiple stories. Therefore, unlike
with narrative comprehension, standard scores were not
available for the retell portion of the TNL. Children were
given the following directions for the retell: “Now I want
you to tell the story back to me. Tell me everything that
you remember. Try to say the story the same way as it
was in the story.” If the child paused for a few seconds,
the assessor asked, “Is there anything else that you would
like to add?”

Children’s retells were recorded using a digital recorder
(Olympus VN 8100 pc) and were transcribed verbatim fol-
lowing Systematic Analysis of Language Transcripts (SALT;
Miller & Iglesias, 2008) guidelines. Transcriptions were seg-
mented into C-units following those guidelines. Using tran-
scribed data, children’s narrative qualities were measured
by the extent to which they included key narrative elements
(e.g., main characters, setting, events, problem, and resolu-
tion) as well as key details of the stories in the narrative-
retell tasks (e.g., Barnes, Kim, & Phillips, 2014). Children’s
performance on each narrative element was rated on a scale
of 0 to 3, except the resolution element for Task 1, which
was on a scale of 0 to 2. The child received a 0 for no in-
clusion of the story elements; 1 for a partially correct or im-
plicitly stated retell; 2 for a correct but imprecise statement;
and 3 for a precise statement. Children also received 1 point
for each key detail that was a priori determined. The
Appendix shows examples of a rubric for character de-
lineation and problem identification for TNL Task 1 (i.e.,
McDonald’s Story).

Graduate-student research assistants who were un-
aware of the study purpose and conditions were trained for
coding on the basis of the rubric described. Interrater agree-
ments (exact percent agreement) using 40 transcripts were
.96, .94, and .95 for TNL Tasks 1, 3, and 5, respectively.

Procedure for Child Assessment and
Assignment to Conditions

Children were assessed in quiet places in the partici-
pating schools. The oral language comprehension tasks
were administered first. On the basis of the children’s per-
formance on the oral comprehension task, a child was
matched with another child from the same grade in the
same school whose performance was highly similar in terms

Table 1. Number of children and demographic information by condition.

Grade n
Mean (SD)
age (years) Girls/boys Live condition Audio-recorded condition Racial backgrounds

Kindergarten 54 5.64 (0.55) 31/23 27 (1 language; 1 speech) 27 (1 developmental delay; 1 LEP) 50% African American;
43% Caucasian; 7% other

Grade 2 74 8.14 (0.64) 39/35 36 (1 language; 2 speech) 38 (2 language; 1 LEP) 61% African American;
31% Caucasian; 8% other

Grade 4 65 9.97 (0.49) 37/28 32 (1 language) 33 49% African American;
42% Caucasian; 9% other

Note. Language = language impairment; speech = speech impairment; LEP = limited English proficiency.
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of raw score and standard score (age based). Then, one of
the two matched children was randomly assigned to the
live narrative-stimuli condition and the other to the audio-
recorded narrative-stimuli condition. Raw scores, in addition
to standard scores, were used in matching children in order
to ensure that children’s oral language comprehension abil-
ity was comparable in an absolute sense, because standard
scores incorporate children’s age, and therefore children
with similar standard scores have different oral language
comprehension ability. The number of children in each con-
dition by grade was as follows: 27, 36, and 32 children were
in the live narrative-stimuli condition in kindergarten, sec-
ond grade, and fourth grade, respectively; and 27, 38, and
33 were in the audio-recorded narrative-stimuli condition in
kindergarten, second, and fourth grade, respectively (see
Table 1). Note that the numbers of participating children in
each condition in Grades 2 and 4 are not equal. This is be-
cause, as noted earlier, three children (two in Grade 2 and
one in Grade 4) who were originally assigned to the live
condition were excluded from analysis because they were
not available for the narrative comprehension and retell as-
sessments after assignment to the condition. Assessment
procedures and locations were identical except for the live
versus audio-recoded narrative-stimuli presentation. Vol-
ume in the audio-recorded stimuli condition was adjusted
for comfort level for each child prior to the child’s listening
to the stories in each session. Headphones were not used in
the audio-recorded condition for ecological validity, as is
typically the case in many school settings.

For the audio-recorded stimuli condition, the stories
of TNL Tasks 1, 3, and 5 were digitally recorded by a
woman from the region where the study was conducted.
The woman was asked to read the stories at “a slow, pleas-
ant, oral reading pace” without “extra emphasis to the
words that will be scored,” according to the TNL manual
(Gillam & Pearson, 2004, p. 13). Two graduate students
who were unaware of the study’s goal judged the recorded
reading of the stories to be natural reading expected in a
story reading. Children heard the recorded stories via a
CD player (Emerson PD6548SL).

Graduate-student research assistants were rigorously
trained on the administration procedures of assessments.
Assessors in the live narrative-stimuli condition were asked
to read the stories in the same manner just described, fol-
lowing the TNL manual. The same assessors administered
all the tasks to children in the live and audio-recorded stim-
uli conditions in each grade. Prior to working with children,
research assistants had to meet a minimum of 95% fidelity2

in following assessment procedures (e.g., following directions
accurately).

Results
Descriptive Statistics

Descriptive statistics for the entire sample and for
each condition (i.e., live and audio-recorded narrative stim-
uli) are shown in Table 2. In addition to standard scores,
raw scores are reported because children’s performance
on the language comprehension tasks were matched using
both standard scores and raw scores, and the multiple re-
gression analysis was conducted using raw scores. Recall
that the TNL comprehension raw scores are a composite of
the three subtasks. TNL retell score was retell quality (see
Appendix A for an example rubric).

Overall, the sample children’s mean performances on
the oral comprehension tasks (measured by the OWLS-II
and WJ-III Oral Comprehension) were in the average range
as indicated by mean standard scores ranging from 96.57
to 100.39. Their narrative-comprehension skill measured
by the TNL was in the low average or average range (see
Table 2). As expected, results of multivariate analysis of
variance indicated no differences in the raw scores and stan-
dard scores in any of the grades in the oral comprehension
tasks that were used in the condition assignment: Wilks’s
λ = .995, F(51, 2) = .095, p = .91 in kindergarten; Wilks’s
λ = .998, F(70, 2) = .007, p = .93 in Grade 2; Wilks’s λ = .973,
F(62, 2) = .861, p = .43 in Grade 4. Children’s total number
of utterances is also reported in Table 2. Although the number
of utterances increased from kindergarten to Grade 4,
no differences were found between live and audio-recorded
narrative-stimuli conditions: t(52) = 0.89, p = .38 for
kindergartners; t(72) = 1.09, p = .28 for second graders;
t(63) = 0.48, p = .63 for fourth graders.

Differences in Narrative Comprehension
and Retell as a Function of Condition

In order to examine whether there are mean differ-
ences in children’s performances on the narrative compre-
hension and retell quality as a function of the live versus
audio-recorded narrative-stimuli conditions, multiple re-
gression was conducted in each grade. Multiple regression
is appropriate because it incorporates a data analytic strat-
egy such as analysis of covariance (ANCOVA; Cohen,
Cohen, West, & Aiken, 2003) but has fewer assumptions
(e.g., homogeneity of variances) and more flexibility3 than
ANCOVA, and yields identical results (Tabachnick &
Fidell, 2001). Demographic variables (age, gender, and
school) were included as control variables in order to in-
crease precision in estimation. Age was included as a covar-
iate because raw scores were used in the analysis. Gender
was included as a covariate to remove any potential differ-
ences in the outcome attributable to gender. As a final and

2Assessment fidelity was conducted by a master assessor who had
extensive experience working with children and with the assessments
included in the study. The master assessor had a checklist to observe for
each assessment and observed accuracy of assessment administration
when research assistants conducted mock assessments with another
assessor.

3“Any data analyzable by ANOVA/ANCOVA may be analyzed by
multiple regression/correlation, whereas the reverse is not the case”
(Cohen et al., 2003, p. 4). In fact, ANCOVA estimates are typically
produced as part of the multiple regression outputs.
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important tactic, school was included as a covariate (dichot-
omously coded: private school = 1; public school = 0) to
control for differences between the two schools, which
differed in terms of children’s socioeconomic and racial
backgrounds. As noted earlier, controlling for schools essen-
tially controlled for racial and socioeconomic backgrounds
of the participating children.

The outcome variables in the multiple regression were
TNL comprehension and retell quality; results are presented
in Table 3. The primary predictor of interest was the live

condition (see the boldface variable in Table 3). Because the
live-condition predictor was a dichotomous variable (live
condition = 1; audio-recorded condition = 0), the regression
coefficients represent mean differences in the outcome be-
tween the live and audio-recorded narrative-stimuli condi-
tions after accounting for the other variables in the model.
For kindergarten and Grade 2, children in the live condi-
tion had statistically higher performance on narrative
comprehension than those in the audio-recorded condition.
On average, kindergarteners and second graders in the

Table 2. Descriptive statistics.

Grade Measure

Entire sample Live condition
Audio-recorded

condition

M (SD) Range M (SD) Range M (SD) Range

Kindergarten OWLS-II raw 58.96 (15.04) 15–90 59.67 (13.74) 33–89 58.26 (16.48) 15–90
OWLS-II SS 100.39 (16.86) 49–127 101.37 (15.94) 62–126 99.41 (17.98) 49–127
TNL comprehension raw 19.43 (7.72) 0–31 21.07 (6.96) 4–31 17.78 (8.21) 0–29
TNL comprehension SS 8.61 (3.20) 2–14 9.30 (3.15) 3–14 7.93 (3.16) 2–13
TNL retell total 18.93 (10.75) 0–45 20.67 (11.19) 3–45 17.18 (10.20) 0–41
Total number of utterances 25.94 (11.20) 7–56 27.30 (12.98) 7–56 24.59 (9.11) 10–42

Grade 2 WJ-III Oral Comprehension raw 14.34 (4.59) 1–24 14.17 (4.37) 6–24 14.50 (4.84) 1–24
WJ-III Oral Comprehension SS 96.57 (17.47) 37–132 95.11 (16.03) 66–128 97.00 (18.93) 37–132
TNL comprehension raw 25.43 (6.58) 1–35 26.72 (5.31) 17–35 24.21 (7.46) 1–34
TNL comprehension SS 8.03 (3.57) 1–15 8.53 (3.65) 4–15 7.55 (3.48) 1–14
TNL retell total 31.11 (11.97) 0–50 32.08 (12.48) 0–50 30.18 (11.55) 5–46
Total number of utterances 34.89 (15.53) 5–80 36.92 (17.88) 5–80 32.97 (12.88) 6–57

Grade 4 WJ-III Oral Comprehension raw 18.32 (4.16) 9–26 18.69 (4.13) 10–26 17.97 (4.22) 9–26
WJ-III Oral Comprehension SS 96.71 (13.81) 68–127 97.53 (13.68) 70–124 95.91 (14.10) 68–127
TNL comprehension raw 30.37 (3.85) 16–38 30.56 (3.95) 16–38 30.18 (3.80) 22–36
TNL comprehension SS 9.65 (2.89) 2–17 9.78 (2.82) 2–17 9.52 (2.99) 5–15
TNL retell total 39.49 (6.76) 24–51 39.38 (6.84) 24–51 39.61 (6.79) 28–51
Total number of utterances 42.38 (11.20) 17–67 43.06 (12.68) 17–67 41.73 (9.69) 21–59

Note. OWLS-II = Listening comprehension of Oral and Written Language Scales–Second Edition; SS = standard score; TNL = Test of
Narrative Language; WJ-III = Woodcock-Johnson III Tests of Achievement.

Table 3. Multiple regression results: Narrative comprehension and retell outcomes predicted by live versus audio-recorded conditions after
accounting for age, female gender, and school.

Grade Variable

TNL comprehension TNL retell quality

β (SE) p β (SE) p

Kindergarten Intercept 11.02 (14.93) .46 26.73 (24.01) .27
Age (months) 0.02 (0.20) .93 −0.18 (0.32) .58
Female gender 3.27 (1.91) .09 1.77 (3.06) .57
School 7.10 (1.85) < .001 4.77 (2.98) .12
Live condition 3.68 (1.82) .048 3.49 (2.92) .24
Effect size .43 .33

Grade 2 Intercept 36.26 (9.46) < .001 51.29 (16.82) .003
Age (months) −0.14 (0.09) .14 −0.27 (0.17) .12
Female gender −1.14 (1.37) .41 0.60 (2.43) .80
School 5.93 (1.49) < .001 12.00 (2.64) < .001
Live condition 3.10 (1.36) .03 2.43 (2.41) .32
Effect size .39 .16

Grade 4 Intercept 45.23 (10.62) < .001 73.84 (19.66) < .001
Age (months) −0.14 (0.09) .11 −2.9 (0.16) .07
Female gender 0.09 (0.96) .93 −2.70 (1.78) .14
School 2.94 (0.94) .003 4.20 (1.74) .02
Live condition 0.61 (0.88) .49 0.61 (1.63) .71
Effect size .10 −.03

Note. TNL = Test of Narrative Language; SE = standard error.
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live narrative-stimuli condition scored 3.68 (p = .048) and
3.10 (p = .025) points higher on the TNL narrative compre-
hension outcome, respectively, than those in the audio-
recorded narrative-stimuli condition after accounting for
age, gender, and school. In contrast, no statistically signifi-
cant difference was found in TNL narrative comprehen-
sion for children in Grade 4 (p = .49). Effect sizes for
adjusted means4 (see Lipsey & Wilson, 2000) are also re-
ported in Table 3. When the outcome was oral-retell qual-
ity, no differences were observed as a function of live versus
audio-recorded stimuli condition in any grade (ps ≥ .24)
after accounting for children’s age, gender, and school.

Discussion
Because narrative skill is critical to daily interactions

as well as literacy acquisition, a precise understanding is
needed about procedural factors that influence children’s
narrative performance. Previous studies have shown that
assessment procedures such as the nature of follow-up
prompts, story presentation method (i.e., oral and pictorial
presentation), and use of media can influence children’s
performance on narrative tasks (Reed & Petscher, 2012;
Schneider & Dubé, 2005). In particular, given the widespread
and increasing use of media and digital devices in the home
and classroom, it is important for researchers and clinicians
to understand whether the presentation method of narrative
stories (i.e., live versus audio-recorded stimuli) influences
children’s narrative comprehension and oral retell. Although
audio-recorded narrative stimuli would promote consis-
tency of presentation by reducing measurement error asso-
ciated with assessors, little is known about whether it would
influence children’s narrative comprehension and retell
quality.

Overall, the results of the present study show that
narrative-stimuli presentation conditions do influence chil-
dren’s narrative comprehension, but not retell quality. To
be specific, children in kindergarten and Grade 2 performed
better in the live stimuli condition than in the audio-recorded
stimuli condition. Effect sizes were .43 and .39, respectively,
which are considered medium (Cohen, 1988). In contrast,
no differences were found in narrative comprehension for
children in Grade 4. These findings suggest that live reading
of narrative stories does facilitate children’s comprehen-
sion of the stories compared with audio-recorded stimuli
presentation, at least for children in kindergarten and
Grade 2. The results do not appear to be a by-product of
the poor condition of audio recording, because if that were
the case, a similar result would be expected in Grade 4.
According to previous studies on children’s language acqui-
sition, although young children can learn language (e.g.,

vocabulary) via media, live child-directed context is more
beneficial (Krcmar et al., 2007). Inferring from these studies,
the present finding may be interpreted to suggest that chil-
dren in kindergarten and second grade are likely to compre-
hend narrative stories better when stories are presented live
by a person. These findings add to the growing literature
about various procedural aspects of narrative assessment
that influence children’s performance on narrative tasks.

Unclear from the present study, however, is the mech-
anism because of which different performances were ob-
served for the two different conditions. One potential factor
might be attentional resources (Krcmar et al., 2007; Krcmar
& Cingel, 2014). Attention has been shown to be directly
and indirectly related to children’s story comprehension
(Kim, 2016; Strasser & del Río, 2014). Listening to live pre-
sentation of narrative stimuli may facilitate children’s atten-
tiveness to a greater extent than audio-recorded narrative
stimuli because children are more accustomed to direct
interactions. Despite the increasing popularity of digital tech-
nologies, the primary mode of interaction in the home and
school is live and direct rather than via digital devices.
Therefore, less familiarity with language experience via
digital devices may demand greater mental processes and
capacity, resulting in reduced cognitive resources (e.g., atten-
tion and working memory) left for comprehension (Bickham,
Schmidt, & Huston, 2012). In support of this hypothesis,
preschoolers with greater experience with television learned
more from television than those with less experience
(Krcmar, 2011). However, this speculation requires a future
study.

Another remaining question is why differences were
observed in narrative comprehension but not in retell qual-
ity. Although there was a favorable trend toward the live
narrative-stimuli condition in retell quality, particularly for
younger children (e.g., the effect size for kindergartners was
.33), mean differences did not reach statistical significance
(see Table 3). As a fundamental matter, children’s oral re-
tell should be based upon on memory and comprehension
of the story, and therefore, differences in comprehension
might translate to oral-retell quality. However, evidence
suggests that comprehension and retell are not the same
and instead may be two dissociable skills (e.g., Gillam &
Pearson, 2004; Wagner, Sahlén, & Nettelbladt, 1999; see
also Mar, 2004). Furthermore, children who have average
oral language comprehension skills have impairment in ex-
pressive language including retell (Cornish & Munir, 1998;
Rescorla & Ratner, 1996). Taken together, oral retell of
narrative stories (e.g., the ability to retrieve and organize
many elements of story) may draw on somewhat different
skills than does narrative comprehension. An understand-
ing of the different mechanisms involved in narrative com-
prehension and oral retell could explain the present findings
of no effect of the conditions on oral retell quality.

Limitations, Future Directions, and Implications
The results of the present study should be interpreted

in the context of the study design and associated limitations.

4

d ¼ X1 � X2
spooled

spooled ¼
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
n1 � 1ð Þs21 þ n2 � 1ð Þs22

n1 þ n2 � 2

s
:
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One of the limitations includes different listening-compre-
hension tasks used between kindergarten and the two older
grades. As noted earlier, this was primarily due to the prac-
tical constraints of conducting the study with limited time
to work with children in Grades 2 and 4. There were some
differences between the two listening-comprehension tasks.
The OWLS-II Listening Comprehension task was a receptive
task, whereas the WJ-III Oral Comprehension subtest was
a receptive and expressive task. In addition, reliability esti-
mates of these two tasks differed. Although different results
were found for children in Grade 2 versus Grade 4 despite
using the same general listening-comprehension task, a future
study is needed using the same general listening-comprehension
task across grades and age.

It would be informative to replicate the present study
with different populations, including younger children
(i.e., prekindergarteners) and somewhat older children (e.g.,
Grade 5), in order to extend our understanding about de-
velopmental differences in the effect of narrative-stimuli
presentation on narrative comprehension. Furthermore, it
could be explored whether the present findings are repli-
cated for children with language impairment. It is important
to stress that mechanisms of performance difference should
be investigated to explain why live narrative stimuli ver-
sus audio-recorded narrative stimuli make a difference in
comprehension.

The findings of the present study show that children’s
narrative comprehension was influenced by modes of
narrative-stimuli presentation (i.e., live versus audio-recorded
presentation). These results have important implications
for assessments and instruction of children’s narrative com-
prehension. For instance, speech-language pathologists
who assess young children such as those in kindergarten and
Grade 2 might consider live presentation of narrative stimuli,
although audio-recorded stories are recommended (e.g.,
Strong, 1998). Furthermore, in developing or delivering
instruction on children’s narrative ability, how narrative
stories are presented to children might have to be considered.
According to the present findings, the teacher might not
want to rely solely on children’s listening to audio-recorded
narrative stories in center activities. Instead, the teacher can
supplement and combine it with live reading of narrative
stories.
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Appendix

Oral-Retell Quality Coding Example for the Test of Narrative Language Task 1 (McDonald’s Story)

Score Character delineation Problem

0 No utterance related to the characters of the story; or
mentioning unrelated characters or unspecified, generic
pronoun, “they” or “he” or “she”

No utterance related to the problem of the story

1 Utterances about characters are partial and imprecise
(“the girl” or “the boy” or “the kids,” but their names
are not mentioned)

Problem is implicitly alluded to but not specific enough
(e.g., They did not have money)

2 Utterances about characters are partial; either Lisa or
Raymond and the mother are named correctly

Problem is implicitly noted (e.g., Mom cannot find
wallet/purse)

3 Both Lisa and Raymond must be correctly named as well
as their mother

Explicitly mentions the key problem (e.g., Mom left her
purse on the kitchen counter)
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