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Impact of a Narrative Language Intervention on Language, 
Behavior, and Self-Concept Among Bilingual Children with 

Developmental Language Disordera 

Nancy Tarshis, Kathleen McGrath, Ida Barresi, Risa Battino, Sarah Henderson, Shankar 
Viswanathan, Jee-Young Moon, and Karen Bonuck 

Albert Einstein College of Medicine, Bronx, NY 

Plain Language Summary 

Persons with a developmental language disorder (DLD) often have trouble using language. 
Narrative language therapy (NLT) can improve language skills. NLT focuses on telling and 
retelling stories, including stories about oneself. We studied a 10-session NLT program 
among bilingual children and adolescents with DLD. The study compared 3 outcomes 
before and after the program. These were: narrative language skills, behaviors, and self-
image. In all, 33 children ages 6-16 participated and provided data before and after the 
narrative intervention. About 60% were bilingual. After the program, narrative skills, 
social skills and competence, and self-image improved. More research with a bigger 
sample is needed. 

Abstract 

The growing research on narrative interventions is promising but has gaps regarding 
cultural/linguistic diversity and outcomes beyond language. We evaluated whether a 
structured, oral narrative intervention affects narrative language, problem behaviors, and 
self-concept in a diverse group of children with developmental language disorder. A 10-
session intervention was implemented within routine care. Baseline and follow-up data 
included: (a) Narrative recordings—coded by therapists using the CUBED Narrative 
Language Measure, (b) Child Behavior Checklist—a parent-reported behavioral 
assessment, and (c) the Piers-Harris Children’s Self-Concept Scale. Among the sample’s n 
= 33 children, aged 6-16, 55.6% were bilingual. Post intervention, participants’ narrative 
language scores improved across all domains and showed moderate to large effect sizes, 
with 3 out of 4 categories attaining statistical significance. Total and social competence 
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scores on the Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL) also increased (p <.05) post intervention, 
again revealing moderate to large effect sizes. Although not statistically significant 
(potentially due to small sample size), participants’ self-concept total scores improved on 
the Piers-Harris, as well as on 5 out of 6 subscales. In this linguistically diverse sample, 
narrative language, story coherence, and personal competency measures improved, 
attaining statistical significance. Self-concept scores also improved post-intervention, 
although statistical significance was not attained. Further research in larger samples is 
warranted. 

Introduction 

The ability to tell your story—to share your thoughts and feelings—carries both mental 
and physical health benefits. Sharing a story is the basis of most social encounters—be they in 
person, in writing, or on the phone. Think back to the last happy event in your life or one that 
was very sad. What was your second instinct after taking in what happened? Most likely, it was 
to share your story with a family member or friend. Sharing stories is how we function in a social 
setting (Bluck et al., 2005; Koivula et al., 2020; Vanaken et al., 2021; Vanaken & Hermans, 2020, 
2021; Westby & Culatta, 2016). Yet, the ability to tell a narrative—beginning, middle, and end—
is quite complex. Generating a cohesive narrative requires ability in all domains of language, 
including phonological, pragmatic, semantic, syntactic, and morphological skills (Berman & 
Slobin, 2013; Spencer & Petersen, 2020; Vanaken et al., 2022). Successful narrative construction 
further requires an understanding of the causal, logical, and temporal relationships between 
specific events (Bauer et al., 2022; Duinmeijer et al., 2012; Grysman & Mansfield, 2017; McLean 
et al., 2020; Yenen, 2023) to make the telling understandable to yourself and others. We use 
memories from the past, perceptions of the present, and expectations for the future to structure 
cohesive, plausible narratives (Storr, 2020; Wise, 2016).  

Narrative generation requires a complex array of cognitive-linguistic abilities and depends 
on multiple neurological processes (Duinmeijer et al., 2012; Pauls & Archibald, 2021; Wise, 2016). 
At the foundation of a successful narration is a thorough understanding of the storyteller’s 
audience. Theory of mind (the ability to attribute mental states to us and others) and perspective-
taking (the ability to recognize another person’s thoughts, beliefs, feelings, and emotions) are 
two critical components of successful narrative generation and overall social functioning (Cole & 
Millett, 2019; Healey & Grossman, 2018; Kumar et al., 2023; Lam, 2019; Quesque & Rossetti, 
2020). Narrative language and perspective-taking skills in children are strongly interrelated, 
although the specific mechanisms through which narrative generation impacts theory of mind 
development and social-cognitive functioning is an evolving area of study (Gamannossi & Pinto, 
2014; Koivula et al., 2020; Storr, 2020; Tompkins et al., 2019). For example, in a longitudinal study 
of 231 children from preschool through early adolescence, Ebert (2020) discovered a 
bidirectional relationship between measures of language skill and theory of mind. More 
specifically, early-life language abilities were found to be a predictor of theory of mind later in 
life, and vice-versa (Ebert, 2020). 

Narrative language interventions—which include the telling and/or retelling of stories—
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can be used to teach a variety of socially and academically meaningful skills such as story 
grammar, semantics, syntax, morphology, complex language, vocabulary, social pragmatics, and 
inferencing (Spencer & Petersen, 2020). Personal narratives follow a typical developmental 
trajectory, beginning with an understanding of self, around 24 months of age. By 3 years, children 
can participate in conversations about past events, and by 5 years, they relate their past 
experiences to others. Concurrent with this maturational shift, their personal narratives become 
increasingly complex. Complete episode narratives, typically achieved by age 9, include an 
initiating event, response, plan, attempt, consequence and resolution (Westby & Culatta, 2016). 
Defining a successful narrative has multiple parts. There is the overall structure—often referred 
to as a story grammar—as well as coherence, defined below.  

Constructed oral narratives exhibit three forms of coherence: temporal, causal, and 
thematic (Duinmeijer et al., 2012; Habermas & Bluck, 2000; McLean et al., 2020; Vanaken et al., 
2021; Vanaken & Hermans, 2021; Wise, 2016). Temporal coherence refers to chronology—the 
ordering of events within a story—and context—the orientation to place and time (Köber & 
Habermas, 2017; K. Nelson & Fivush, 2020; Reese et al., 2011). Causal coherence involves 
narrative complexity (identifying multiple perspectives), meaning making (understanding of 
events through lessons learned), and self-meaning making (connecting lessons to self; Grysman 
& Hudson, 2010; Habermas, 2011; Hartog et al., 2020; Hosseini, 2022; Mitchell et al., 2020). 
Finally, thematic coherence is achieved when similarities in life events are linked by a central idea. 
Thematic coherence incorporates topic maintenance and thematic impact of memories on self 
(Bauer et al., 2022; Grysman & Mansfield, 2017; Reese et al., 2011, 2017; Yenen, 2023). Children 
and adolescents who develop a coherent life story narrative may demonstrate a stronger and 
more stable sense of identity, aiding in self-concept, emotional regulation, and social problem-
solving (Mitchell et al., 2020; Vanaken et al., 2022, 2021; Vanaken & Hermans, 2020, 2021; 
Vanderveren et al., 2019, 2020; Westby & Culatta, 2016).  

Narrative Language and Developmental Language Disorder 

Developmental language disorder (DLD), previously categorized as specific language 
impairment (SLI), is a neurodevelopmental disorder of unknown etiology that impedes a child’s 
receptive and expressive language abilities—including one’s ability to read, write, speak, and 
listen (Bishop et al., 2017; Leonard, 2014; National Institute on Deafness and Other 
Communication Disorders, 2023; Reilly et al., 2014). Presently, DLD is one of the most common 
neurodevelopmental disorders and has an estimated prevalence of 6-8% among all children 
(Calder et al., 2022; Kraljevic, 2023; McGregor, 2020; Norbury et al., 2016; Rethfeldt et al., 2023; 
Tomblin et al., 1997; Wu et al., 2023). For the past several decades, SLI has been the dominant 
diagnostic term among clinicians and researchers (Green, 2020). However, in 2017, the expert 
panel on Criteria and Terminology Applied to Language Impairments: Synthesizing the Evidence 
(CATALISE) convened and reached consensus for a new diagnostic terminology “developmental 
language disorder” (Bishop, 2017; Bishop et al., 2016, 2017; Hasson et al., 2000; Kraljevic, 2023).  

Children with DLD may experience difficulties with one, or several, components of 
language production, including language form (morphology, syntax, phonology), language 
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content (semantics), and language use (pragmatics; Bishop et al., 2017; Seiger-Gardner, 2009). 
As such, story narration can be challenging for a person with language deficits in these areas. 
Typically, children with language impairment exhibit a better mastery of story comprehension 
than story generation. That is, expressive oral narration skills can be more challenging than 
receptive narration skills (Blom & Boerma, 2016). Persons with DLD also experience functional 
disability in academic (Dockrell et al., 2011; Norbury et al., 2016; Young et al., 2002), 
communicative (Clegg et al., 2021; Ekström et al., 2023; Lyons & Roulstone, 2018; McGregor et 
al., 2023; Rost & McGregor, 2012) and social, emotional, and behavioral areas (Brinton et al., 
1997; Burnley et al., 2023; Conti-Ramsden et al., 2019; Janik Blaskova & Gibson, 2021; Mok et al., 
2014; Van den Bedem et al., 2020) because of language-related difficulties. 

When compared with typically developing peers, children with DLD (or a history of DLD) 
also tend to struggle with narrative macrostructure (i.e., overarching story structure) when 
generating stories (Köber & Habermas, 2017; Manhardt & Rescorla, 2002; Paul et al., 1996; Paul 
& Smith, 1993; Vandewalle et al., 2012). Blom and Boerma (2016) attribute this difficulty to 
problems with sustained attention, but also note that differences in narrative abilities between 
typically developing children and children with DLD tend to dissipate with age. Multiple studies 
also suggest that children with DLD do not perform as well as their typically developing peers in 
microstructure narrative abilities, including the use of complex sentence structure, main and 
subordinate clauses, word utterance length, syntactic complexity, word roots, and vocabulary 
(Norbury & Bishop, 2003; Paul et al., 1996; Paul & Smith, 1993; To et al., 2010; Vandewalle et al., 
2012).  

Disparities in DLD Research and Practice 

Historically, children with DLD have been both underserved and underdiagnosed (Armon‐
Lotem & Meir, 2016; McGregor, 2020; Morgan et al., 2015, 2017). Because of the sometimes 
subtle and invisible nature of the condition (Kraljevic, 2023), DLD is more frequently diagnosed 
among children with co-occurring disorders—including autism (Dockrell et al., 2019; Gupta et al., 
2007), dyslexia (Adlof & Hogan, 2018), and speech sound disorders (Skeat et al., 2010; Zhang & 
Tomblin, 2000)—than those without. There are over 100 terms used in research across various 
disciplines to describe children with DLD (Bishop, 2014). Unfortunately, these terms do not 
necessarily align with terminology used by clinicians, insurance companies, and policymakers, 
who typically use diagnoses from the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth 
Edition (American Psychiatric Association, 2013) or the World Health Organization’s (2020) 
International Classification of Diseases (Georgan & Hogan, 2020; Leonard, 2020; Schuele & 
Hadley, 1999). As such, this inconsistent terminology may contribute to disparities in diagnosis 
among children with DLD (Georgan et al., 2023).  

Research on bilingual and multilingual with DLD is sparse. Differentiating language 
difference versus language disorder among children who speak more than one language can be 
challenging, resulting in disparities in diagnosis (Morgan et al., 2015). Presently, there are no 
established estimates of DLD among multilingual populations (Rethfeldt et al., 2023). Language 
assessments in the speech-language field are often designed and standardized for monolingual 
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English speakers (Armon‐Lotem & Meir, 2016; M. Nelson & Wilson, 2021). Additionally, research 
studies on children with DLD have historically excluded children who come from bi/multilingual 
households (Kohnert et al., 2022; Tomblin et al., 1997). Recent research has demonstrated many 
advantages to speaking more than one language. However, children who are bi/multilingual 
demonstrate reduced vocabulary as well as morphosyntactic and word-reading difficulties like 
that in children with DLD (de Bree et al., 2022; Ducoli, 2023; Garraffa et al., 2020; Vender et al., 
2018). Because of the difficulty in distinguishing typical language from DLD in bi/multilingual 
children, DLD tends to be both over-diagnosed and under-diagnosed in this population (Ducoli, 
2023; Haman et al., 2015; McGregor, 2020; Ortiz, 2022; Paradis et al., 2017; Peristeri et al., 2017; 
Schulz, 2015). 

Language and Social-Emotional-Behavioral Skills 

Children with DLD often experience co-occurring difficulties with reading, mathematics, 
executive function, and behavioral functioning starting in pre-school and continuing through 
elementary school (Adlof & Hogan, 2018; Harrison et al., 2009; McCormack et al., 2011; Morgan 
et al., 2015; Morgan et al., 2012; Wittke & Spaulding, 2018). For example, a prospective, case-
control study of Turkish children with and without DLD (n = 68) revealed that children with 
language difficulties scored significantly higher across the following Child Behavior Checklist 
(CBCL) domains—emotional reactivity, depression, anxiety, attention problems, sleep problems, 
withdrawnness, somatic complaints, and aggressive behaviors (Özcebe et al., 2020). Having a 
language disorder also increases a child’s risk for academic, emotional, and behavioral problems 
later in life (Aguilar-Mediavilla et al., 2014; Catts et al., 2002; Spaulding et al., 2008; Yew & 
O’Kearney, 2013). Both children and adolescents with DLD are more likely to exhibit adjustment 
issues, including emotional and behavioral difficulties, than their peers without DLD (Bakopoulou 
& Dockrell, 2016; Lindsay, Dockrell, & Strand, 2010; Marton et al., 2005; St Clair et al., 2011; Yew 
& O’Kearney, 2013, 2015). 

Preschool age and younger children with DLD are more likely to exhibit externalized 
problem behaviors including hyperactivity, aggressiveness, distractibility, and difficulty following 
instructions (Bakopoulou & Dockrell, 2016; McCabe, 2005; Özcebe et al., 2020; Rost & McGregor, 
2012). However, older children and adolescents with DLD are more likely to experience both 
internalized and externalized challenges including emotional dysregulation, anxiety, depression, 
emotional disturbances, low self-esteem, shyness, poor psychological functioning, and 
heightened stress in social situations (Burnley et al., 2023; Conti-Ramsden & Durkin, 2008; Conti-
Ramsden et al., 2013; Conti‐Ramsden & Botting, 2008; Conti‐Ramsden & Durkin, 2016; Durkin & 
Conti-Ramsden, 2010; Lindsay, Dockrell, & Palikara, 2010; Lindsay & Strand, 2016; Samson et al., 
2020; St Clair et al., 2019; Van den Bedem et al., 2018; Voci et al., 2006; Wadman, Botting, et al., 
2011; Wadman et al., 2008; Wadman, Durkin, et al., 2011; Yew & O’Kearney, 2013). Children and 
adolescents with DLD tend to exhibit behavioral adjustment problems and emotional 
disturbances more often than their typically developing peers (Bakopoulou & Dockrell, 2016; 
Durkin & Conti-Ramsden, 2010; Lindsay, Dockrell, & Strand, 2010; Özcebe et al., 2020; St Clair et 
al., 2011; Yew & O’Kearney, 2013, 2015). More recent research has been dedicated to exploring 
the mediating pathways between language abilities and social-emotional-behavioral skills. For 
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example, a population cohort study of 14,494 children revealed that early-life language 
difficulties negatively impact development of both parent-directed and peer-directed social skills, 
as well as emotional self-regulation abilities (St Clair et al., 2019). Similar findings have been 
observed in additional studies on this topic (Brinton & Fujiki, 2019; Dubois et al., 2020; Forrest et 
al., 2021; Lloyd-Esenkaya et al., 2020; Van den Bedem et al., 2020). 

Children and teens with DLD are at increased risk for a broad spectrum of internal and 
external social-emotional and behavioral challenges, including negative self-concept and self-
esteem. Self-concept, which strongly correlated with self-esteem (Pittari & Brown, 2020), is a 
pivotal component of human development and involves a gradual, progressive construction of 
“self” throughout the lifespan (Cordeiro et al., 2021). A person’s surrounding environment, 
communication abilities, and interpersonal relationships deeply impact how one’s self-concept 
is constructed (Carneiro et al., 2003; Castro et al., 2015; Harter, 2015; Muniz & Fernandes, 2016; 
Oliveira et al., 2017). Within the psychology field, the constructs of self-concept and self-esteem 
both fall under the umbrella of “self-perception.” Self-concept is defined as one’s cognitive 
perception of self (a descriptive, more objective account of self—"what” someone thinks about 
themself), while self-esteem reflects “how” someone feels about themselves (a more subjective 
opinion of self; Silvestri et al., 2018; Smith & Conrey, 2007).  

Narrative inquiry, storytelling, and the ability to create autobiographical narratives are 
integral components of identity construction and self-perception (de López & Lyons, 2020). For 
the purposes of this study, we plan to assess the impact of a narrative language intervention on 
narrative language outcomes, internalized and externalized problem behaviors (measured via the 
CBCL), and self-concept (measured via the Piers-Harris Self-Concept Scale, Second Edition) among 
bilingual children and teens with DLD. As evidenced by past and current research, language ability 
is closely linked to behavior and self-concept in children, teens, and young adults. Language 
ability and pro-social behaviors have been shown to serve as protective factors against social, 
behavioral, and emotional difficulties for children with DLD (Abbot-Smith et al., 2023; Conti-
Ramsden et al., 2019; Dall et al., 2022; Forrest et al., 2020; Francis et al., 2022; Goh et al., 2021; 
Suryana et al., 2020; Toseeb et al., 2023). For this reason, we anticipate that a narrative language 
intervention will likely prove beneficial across these domains. 

Previous Research on Narrative Interventions 

To the best of our knowledge, the first research study to evaluate the impact of a narrative 
intervention was conducted by Klecan-Aker at the University of Oklahoma in 1993 (Klecan-Aker, 
1993). A 12-week narrative intervention—also known as the Expression Connection Program—
was administered to an 8-year-old child with a language disorder and learning disability. Post-
intervention, a noted improvement in the child’s narrative and sentence complexity was 
observed. In its essence, the Expression Connection Program aimed to facilitate story-grammar 
skills in children with language disorder via a narrative intervention. Klecan-Acker and colleagues 
continued their research on the efficacy of the Expression Connection Program in later studies 
(Green & Klecan-Aker, 2012; Klecan-Aker, 1993). 
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Nicolopoulou and Trapp (2018) also completed a systematic review of narrative 
intervention studies among children with language disorder. This review featured empirical 
studies published between 1990 and 2014. Methodological requirements included randomized 
control trials, experimental vs. control, single group, and single subject designs. All studies 
included either a story-based or book-based narrative intervention for children with language 
impairment, specific language impairment, or children at-risk for language problems. A total of 
12 studies met eligibility criteria. Nicoloupou and Trapp used eight of the same studies as 
Petersen (2011), excluded 2 (Peña et al., 2006; Tyler & Sandoval, 1994) and included four 
additional studies. Unlike those studies reviewed by Petersen, two studies evaluated the impact 
of narrative intervention of at-risk children in a Head Start program (McGregor, 2000; Spencer & 
Slocum, 2010). Although one method of narrative intervention did not prove more effective than 
others, improvements in story grammar and macrostructure abilities were seen across all studies. 
Most studies on narrative intervention efficacy only included children of European-American 
descent. 

More recently, several reviews have been conducted to assess the state of the literature 
on narrative interventions among children, both with and without language disorders. In an 
extension of Petersen’s (2011) review, Favot et al. (2021) conducted a systematic review to 
evaluate the efficacy, quality, and common features of oral narratives interventions on the 
narrative ability of children with language disorders. Eligibility criteria for articles included: single 
case studies and group designs, publication date between 1993 and 2018, study participants aged 
0-18 years with a language disorder, implementation of a narrative intervention, and narrative 
skills (e.g., microstructure, macrostructure) as the primary dependent variables. A total of 24 
articles met inclusion criteria, including 11 single case research studies, 10 group research 
studies, 1 combined single/group case design, and 2 case studies. Among studies where the 
linguistic status of participants was disclosed, only two (Miller et al., 2018; Spencer et al., 2013) 
included bilingual participants. 

Pico et al. (2021) conducted a subsequent systematic review of studies that evaluate the 
impact of various experimental or quasi-experimental interventions on narrative language 
outcomes among preschool and elementary school-age children. A total of 40 studies published 
between 1980 and 2020 met inclusion criteria and featured 16 single-case study designs and 24 
group study designs. Across all included studies, there were n = 1,597 participants, n = 941 of 
whom participated in an intervention. Most participants identified with some type of diverse 
learner characteristics, both with and without language disorders. Based off Pico et al.’s review, 
it appears that research investigating narrative language outcomes are beginning to include 
bilingual children. Among the 40 articles listed, a total of n = 9 studies featured Spanish-English 
bilingual participants with various learning disabilities. These articles were not, however, solely 
inclusive of bilingual children with DLD.  

While research on bilingualism is growing, there is still need for more focus on bilingual 
children with DLD. Furthermore, studies on narrative language interventions have primarily 
assessed monolingual English speakers. To our knowledge, more research is needed to assess the 
impact of narrative language interventions on social, emotional, and behavioral outcomes 
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(including internalizing and externalizing behaviors) known to be associated with DLD (Bichay-
Awadalla et al., 2020; Curtis et al., 2018; Durand & Moskowitz, 2019; Jansen et al., 2020). This 
paper reports on a standardized, oral narrative intervention conducted during clinical care with 
a diverse cohort of children with DLD, over half of whom were bilingual and of Hispanic/Latino 
ethnicity, and many of whom were with lower socioeconomic means. 

Research Question and Aims 

In our present study, we address the following research question: Does a structured, oral 
narrative intervention improve narrative language abilities, reduce problem behaviors, and 
improve self-concept among a culturally and linguistically diverse group of children with DLD? 
Our specific study aims are as follows. 

1. Evaluate the efficacy of a standardized, 10-session, oral narrative intervention in 
improving narrative language abilities among a culturally and linguistically diverse 
group of children with DLD. 

2. Determine if an oral narrative intervention is associated with reduced internalizing 
and externalizing problem behaviors in children with DLD. 

3. Determine if an oral narrative intervention is associated with improved self-concept 
among children with DLD.  

We hypothesize that our proposed narrative intervention will improve narrative language 
abilities, reduce problem behaviors, and increase positive self-concept among participants in this 
study. 

Methodology 

Setting 

This study was conducted at the Rose F. Kennedy Children’s Evaluation and Rehabilitation 
Center (RFK CERC)—Albert Einstein College of Medicine and Montefiore Medical System—in the 
Bronx, New York. RFK CERC is an interdisciplinary care center that provides diagnostic and clinical 
services to children and adults with developmental and intellectual disabilities. Apart from 
speech and language therapies, more than a dozen other discipline services are offered. A 
bilingual team of speech-language pathologists (SLPs) provide evaluation and treatment for 
children referred by outside physicians, schools, and other professionals. SLP full scope services 
at RFK CERC include language disorders, speech sound disorders, fluency, feeding, and social 
cognition. 

Sample Selection 

Participants were recruited from an original group of 50 children receiving weekly speech-
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language services at RFK CERC for language, social, and/or cognition deficits. This study was 
conducted during routine SLP treatment. As such, services were continued as usual for those who 
declined to participate in the study.  

Eligibility Criteria 

To be eligible for study participation, children must have (at the time of recruitment) 
been: (1) receiving speech-language services at RFK CERC, (2) aged of 4-16 years, and (3) have 
parents or primary caregivers who spoke either Spanish or English.  

Informed Consent 

Parents/caregivers were provided written and verbal informed consent in both English 
and Spanish. Spanish-speaking parents were consented either with a bilingual SLP or via 
translation services.  

Ethics Review 

This study was reviewed and approved by Albert Einstein College of Medicine’s 
Institutional Review Board and deemed a minimal risk study (IRB #2017-7759). 

Narrative Language Intervention 

Narrative Language Elicitation: Baseline and Follow-up 

It is standard of care for SLPs to audio-tape children throughout treatment. For this study, 
children were prompted to complete a verbal narrative exercise at baseline and follow-up. These 
verbal narrative exercises were audio-recorded and scored by SLPs (discussed in further detail 
below). Narrative stimuli for both the baseline and follow-up narrative exercises were obtained 
from the School-Age Language Assessment Measure (SLAM) materials (Leaders Project, 2023). 
These language-elicitation cards and questions were designed to elicit a sample of natural 
language for analysis that incorporates one’s cultural, educational, and linguistic 
background. Additionally, these samples allow for analysis of narrative macrostructure, narrative 
microstructure, and temporal, causal, and thematic coherence abilities. As part of this task, 
children were asked to sequence a series of cards into a coherent structure and then recount the 
story. Subsequently, the child was offered a prompt to provide context and serve as a basis for 
their personal narrative (e.g., “Tell me about a time when you lost something”; “Have you ever 
been blamed for something you did not do?”). 

Narrative Language Intervention 

After elicitation of the baseline sample, a standardized protocol was implemented across 
10 sessions over the course of 10-15 weeks, depending on participants’ availability to come into 
the clinic. This intervention was designed to improve narrative language competence and target 
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a variety of discrete language skill areas including narrative microstructure, narrative 
macrostructure, autobiographical stories (reminiscing), story grammar elements, temporal and 
causal coherence, and perspective taking. Although the intervention was standardized as much 
as possible and followed a specific protocol, each child was given an individual plan to meet their 
needs and goals. Individual plans took into consideration the child’s language ability, age, and 
motivation to participate. Lessons and follow-up activities included drawings, videos, stories, and 
music/songs as prompts and models for a variety of narrative elements.  

Session 1: During the first session, the SLPs provided a foundation for both understanding 
and producing autobiographical stories through a series of tasks (e.g., asking the participant to 
define themselves through art, word clouds, etc.). This session was also intended to help the 
participants better understand their own sense of self. Discussions were facilitated and included 
topics such as: (1) why certain life experiences were important, (2) what it meant for who the 
person was, and (3) how these experiences may influence who the person will become. To 
enhance autobiographical memory, clinicians reminisced with children about recent experiences 
and facilitated context-driven discussions around people, places, intentions, and deeper 
meanings. To promote the development of personal event narratives, clinicians helped 
participants retrieve information about interesting events and drew upon published narratives 
to serve as model texts. To enhance autobiographical memory, clinicians also facilitated context-
driven discussions regarding people, places, intentions, and deeper meanings.  

Sessions 2-3: In Sessions 2-3 of the narrative intervention, clinicians read several books 
to study participants and facilitated discussion centered on the participants’ opinions on the 
stories—specifically, whether they viewed them as a good story or not. Exploration and 
assessment of the participant’s knowledge of story parts was initiated by the SLPs. Participants 
were encouraged to put themselves in the position of the story's protagonist, to consider their 
actions and reactions, and explore the underlying motivations behind them. Children were also 
asked to study a specific character and asked a series of related questions (e.g., "Who was your 
favorite character? Why?", "Is there anyone in the book who reminds you of yourself?”, “How is 
that character like you?"). During Sessions 2-3, participants were also introduced to the concept 
of narrative macrostructure (which is the organizational structure of a story), as well as story 
grammar components and episode structure. Research confirms that a story grammar 
intervention is an effective strategy for improving narrative proficiency and the ability to tell a 
coherent story (Heilmann et al., 2010). 

Sessions 4-6: During Sessions 4-6, clinicians continued their curriculum on narrative 
macrostructure and more specific elements of story grammar. The story grammar elements 
taught during these sessions included characters, settings (e.g., school, home, library, etc.), 
initiating event, internal response, plan, attempt, consequence, and resolution. Clinicians 
proposed these concepts in several ways, including anchor texts and narrations of personal 
experience. In addition to learning about physical settings, participants also learned about 
emotional settings, including internal and external character traits, as well as situational 
awareness. Clinicians highlighted the importance of story setting and its ability to set the mood, 
influence the way characters behave, impact dialogue, foreshadow events, invoke emotional 
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responses, and represent the society in which the characters live. The narrative intervention 
curriculum during Sessions 4-6 also focused on character identification and roles within a story. 
Character development is an important element of short stories, as characters drive the story as 
a whole and create conflicts, tensions, and resolutions. Participants were asked to identify 
characters’ emotions, internal thoughts (to enhance perspective-taking skills), internal and 
external personality traits, and problem-solving abilities. Additionally, participants were taught 
the importance of connecting story elements via situational awareness skills.  

Sessions 7-9: During Sessions 7-9, several additional story grammar elements were 
introduced and reviewed. Clinicians taught participants about, and provided examples of 
temporal, thematic, and causal coherence used in storytelling and narrative generation. 
Participants were also exposed to new tools entitled “The Critical Thinking Triangle” and “The 
Story Grammar Marker” (MindWing Concepts, 2024). These tools, along with other standardized 
components of the narrative intervention, were used to help facilitate children’s narrative 
development, story-telling abilities, writing, comprehension, personal narratives, and social 
communication skills. The Critical Thinking Triangle is a tool used to facilitate autobiographical 
thinking and consists of five primary elements: (1) kick-off or problem (resulting in a change to 
setting), (2) emotions and feelings, (3) mental states, verbal states, and thought processes, (4) 
plans and intentions to determine actions, and (5) cohesive ties (conjunctions) to build complex 
sentence structure and communicate a story. For example, children were asked to provide 
responses to narratives, such as: "What was the best part of the book? The worst part?" "If you 
could talk to anyone in this book, who would you choose and what would you say?" 

Session 10: The final session, Session 10, was primarily intended to facilitate children’s 
perspective-taking abilities. Perspective-taking allows a person to see things from another 
person’s point of view and understand how that person thinks and feels. It also allows one to 
experience and convey empathy and is an essential social-communication skill used in social 
interactions and interpersonal relationships. Because children with DLD can have trouble with 
perspective-taking, the last session focused on utilizing narrative remediation and complex 
morphosyntactic forms. The final session focused on expression of motives and plans, dialogue 
between characters, and expression of internal responses. Additionally, children were 
encouraged to relate personal narratives to life lessons through questions such as: "Was it a good 
idea to build a house out of straw?" or "What would you say to the boy who cried wolf?" 

Baseline and Follow-Up Measures 

The instruments discussed below assessed at baseline and follow-up were used to 
measure children’s: (1) problem behaviors (via parent report), (2) self-concept, and (3) narrative 
language abilities.  

Child Behavior Checklist for Ages 6-18 

The CBCL was administered to parents/caregivers before (baseline) and after (follow-up) 
the intervention. The CBCL is a U.S. normed, 119 item, parent-completed behavioral assessment 
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tool (Achenbach & Edelbrock, 1983) with items grouped into eight syndrome scales: (1) 
Aggressive Behavior, (2) Anxious/Depressed, (3) Attention Problems, (4) Rule-Breaking Behavior, 
(5) Somatic Complaints, (6) Social Problems, (7) Thought Problems, and (8) Withdrawn/ 
Depressed. CBCL items also align with the following DSM-oriented problem scales: (1) Affective, 
(2) Anxiety, (3) Somatic, (4) Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), (5) Oppositional 
Defiant, and (6) Conduct. Last, multiple CBCL items group into two broadband scales—
Internalizing and Externalizing—as well as a Total Problems scale.  

Piers-Harris 2 

Children aged 7-18 completed the Piers-Harris Children’s Self-Concept Scale Second 
Edition (Piers & Herzberg, 2002) before and after the narrative intervention. The Piers-Harris 2 is 
a U.S. normed, 60 item self-report measure featuring statements about one’s self-concept (e.g., 
“I am strong,” “I give up easily,” “I feel left out of things”). Respondents are asked to indicate 
either “yes” or “no.” Responses are scored manually and categorized into the following scales: 
(1) Behavioral Adjustment, (2) Intellectual and School Status, (3) Physical Appearance and 
Attributes, (4) Freedom from Anxiety, (5) Popularity, and (6) Happiness and Satisfaction.  

Narrative Language Scoring 

Pre (baseline) and post (follow-up) digital voice recordings of narrative samples were 
labeled with study identification, child age, and treating therapist. SLPs who scored the 
recordings were masked to time (e.g., baseline v. follow up) and were not assigned to score their 
own patients’ recording. Each narrative language sample was assessed by two independent SLP 
coders, with a third coder added for each sample if any total score differed by more than 2 points 
between raters. Each sample was evaluated using the Narrative Language Measures (NLM) 
subtest of the CUBED assessment developed by Language Dynamic Group (Petersen & Spencer, 
2012, 2012). Narrative complexity was evaluated using criteria derived from Reese et al. (2011) 
and Grysman and Hudson (2010).  

Macrostructure was assessed using NLM. NLM was also to measure presence or 
absence—as well as complexity—of story grammar elements for each sample. Story grammar 
elements were rated on a 0-3- or 0-4-point scale and summated to yield a story grammar score. 
Story grammar elements used in the rating included: character, setting, problem, sequence, 
plan/attempt, consequence, ending, and emotion. Each narrative sample was also assessed for 
temporal coherence, causal coherence, and thematic coherence. Temporal coherence was 
assessed in children aged 8+ years by rating chronology and context on a 0–3-point scale. Causal 
coherence was assessed in children 12+ years by rating complexity, meaning making, and self-
meaning making on a 0–3-point scale. Thematic coherence was assessed in children 16+ years of 
age by rating topic maintenance and thematic relationships on a 0–5-point scale.  

Data Preparation and Analysis 

Participants’ demographic information (age, race/ethnicity, bilingual status, type of 
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disability, class placement, name of treating SLP, etc.) was collected, coded, and manually 
entered into a central dataset. Piers-Harris 2 response items were scored manually using scoring 
guidelines and CBCL item responses were entered into ASEBA software, which generated raw 
scores, T-scores, and percentile for each category. All Piers-Harris, CBCL, and narrative baseline 
and follow-up scores were also added to the central dataset and used for data analysis. 
Participant demographics are shown as mean (+ standard deviation) for continuous variables, 
and count (%) for categorical variables.  

Pre- vs. posttest scores were compared by paired t test. For narrative language measures, 
scores were based upon the means of 2-3 test assessors. In addition, we derived bias corrected 
Hedge’s g-statistics for changes in effect size between pre- and post-intervention measurements. 
Further, a linear regression was fitted to examine the association of the test score change with 
any demographic or clinical variables. We also tested if the change in narrative capability was 
associated with the change in self-esteem (Piers-Harris) and CBCL by fitting a linear regression on 
the change in Pier-Harris scores or CBCL scores with change in narrative scores. To keep the 
directionality of the effect sizes for linear regression models, we computed Pearson correlation 
coefficient along with its 95% confidence interval. Since we tested multiple hypotheses, we used 
the Benjamini-Hochberg FDR correction (Benjamini & Hochberg, 1995) method to adjust for false 
discovery rates among the p-values. 

Results 

Description of Study Sample 

A total of 33 children completed all assessments (CBCL, Piers Harris) and narrative 
intervention sessions. All participants had been diagnosed with a language impairment (either as 
a stand-alone diagnosis or with other comorbidities) by a SLP. As shown in Table 1, participants 
ranged in age from 6;10 to 16;3 (mean age = 10.9). The majority had bilingual English-Spanish 
language exposure (55.6%), were enrolled in integrated class settings (41.7%), and had been 
diagnosed with language impairment (88.9%). Those not diagnosed with a language impairment 
had an expressive/receptive language disorder (11.1%). Most participants had one or more 
diagnoses—language impairment (88.9%), ADHD (41.7%), learning disability (27.8%), and mixed 
receptive/expressive language disorder (11.1%). Almost half (41.7%) of children were in an 
integrated co-teaching (ICT) class, while 30.6% were in a regular class setting. 

Pre/Post Changes in Narrative Language Ability, 
Problem Behaviors, and Self-Concept 

As shown in Table 2, narrative language abilities improved across all domains after the 
study intervention. Study participants’ coherence and narrative language (NL) scores increased 
for both story retelling (coherence: +0.81 increase, p = .01,* NL: +1.32 increase, p = .15) and 
personal narrative tasks (coherence: +1.08 increase, p = .01,* NL: +2.95 increase, p = .01*). All 
measures within narrative scales showed moderate to large effect sizes. Post intervention, CBCL 
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Table 1 

Participant Demographics 

Demographics n % 

Race   
Black or African American 10 27.8 
White 5 13.9 
Other 15 41.7 
Declined 6 16.7 

Average range (years)   
6-9 6 16.0 
10-12 23 63.0 
13-16 8 23.0 
Mean age  10.9 (+2) 

Ethnicity   
Latino/Hispanic 20 55.6 

Class placement   
Integrated Co-Teaching 15 41.7 
Regular 11 30.6 
Self-Contained 5 13.9 
Special Education (includes 12:1 and 6:1) 3 8.3 
Regular + Teacher Support Services 1 2.8 
High school 1 2.8 

Gender   
Female 12 33.3 

Bilingual status   
Bilingual 20 55.6 

Diagnosis   
Developmental Language Disorder 32 88.9 
ADHD 15 41.7 
Learning Disability 10 27.8 
Mixed Receptive/Expressive Language Disorder 4 11.1 

 

scores significantly improved for both social competence (+1.55 increase, p = .00*) and total 
competence (+1.74, p = .015*). Both scales had medium to large effect sizes. Although not 
statistically significant, CBCL competency scores also improved across school (+0.24, p = .29) and 
activities scales (+0.19, p = .65). A nonsignificant reduction in problem behaviors—including rule-
breaking behaviors, attention problems, ADHD-related problems—occurred after the narrative 
intervention. Conversely, several CBCL problem behaviors increased post-intervention, though 
changes were not significant. Post-intervention, Piers-Harris total scores improved in addition to 
five out of six subscales—notably, behavioral adjustment, intellectual status, physical 
appearance/attributes, popularity, and happiness/satisfaction. However, these findings did not 
attain statistical significance. Both popularity and happiness/satisfaction indices showed 
moderate effect sizes. 
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Table 2 

Pre/Post Change in Narrative, Child Behavior Checkli   st, and Piers-Harris Scores 

 Pretest 
───────────── 

Posttest 
───────────── 

Change 
─────────────  

 
BH-FDR 
p value 

ES (Hedge’s g) 
─────────────────── 

Measures Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD p value g 95% CI 

Narrative scores (n = 33)           

 Story retell: Coherence score 3.80 1.20 4.45  1.18 0.81  1.52 0.011* 0.078 0.66  0.12,1.20 

 Story retell: Narrative language score 14.17  3.57 15.40 2.80 1.32  4.66 0.145 0.437 0.40 -0.15,0.95 

 Personal narrative: Coherence score 3.48  1.35 4.34  1.45 1.08  1.94 0.009* 0.075 0.75  0.15,1.35 

 Personal narrative: Narrative language score 12.48  3.74 15.30 2.69 2.95  5.14 0.005* 0.060 0.86  0.19,1.53 

Child Behavior Checklist (n = 33)           

 Competence scale scores:           

  Activities 8.25  2.80 8.44  3.08 0.19  2.35 0.655 0.780 0.06  -0.21,0.34 

  Social 5.27  1.67 6.78  1.93 1.55  2.06 0.000* 0.015 0.82  0.34,1.30 

  School 2.72  1.17 2.93  1.13 0.24  1.11 0.290 0.529 0.19  -0.17,0.56 

  Total competence 16.58  3.13 18.48  3.97 1.74  3.17 0.015* 0.087 0.45  0.09,0.81 

 Syndrome scale scores           

  Anxious/depressed 5.09  4.72 5.72  5.73 0.63  2.96 0.241 0.513 0.11  -0.07,0.30 

  Withdrawn/depressed 3.25  2.98 3.50  3.84 0.25  2.54 0.582 0.735 0.07  -0.18,0.31 

  Somatic complaints 2.59  3.55 3.09  4.86 0.50 2.75 0.311 0.529 0.10 -0.1,0.30 

  Social problems 4.75  3.75 4.97  5.06 0.22  3.12 0.694 0.780 0.04  -0.18,0.27 

  Thought problems 3.13  3.17 3.34  4.66 0.22  4.32 0.776 0.825 0.05  -0.31,0.42 

  Attention problems 8.13  4.49 7.88  5.37 -0.25  3.78 0.711 0.780 -0.05  -0.31,0.21 

  Rule-breaking behavior 3.03  3.30 2.91  3.50 -0.13  1.76 0.690 0.780 -0.04  -0.21,0.14 

  Aggressive behavior 6.44  5.67 7.38  7.67 0.94  4.25 0.221 0.509 0.12  -0.07,0.32 

 Problem behaviors           

  Internalizing 10.94  9.96 12.31  13.38 1.38  6.83 0.263 0.527 0.10 -0.08,0.28 

  Externalizing 9.47  8.27 10.28  10.79 0.81  5.28 0.390 0.577 0.07  -0.1,0.24 

  Total 40.28  29.31 43.16  41.76 2.88  22.64 0.478 0.650 0.07  -0.12,0.25 

(table continues) 
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 Pretest 
───────────── 

Posttest 
───────────── 

Change 
─────────────  

 
BH-FDR 
p value 

ES (Hedge’s g) 
─────────────────── 

Measures Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD p value g 95% CI 

Child Behavior Checklist (n = 33) (continued)           

 DSM-oriented scales           

  Affective problems 3.38  4.43 3.91  5.67 0.53  3.15 0.348 0.537 0.10 -0.1,0.29 

  Anxiety problems 2.91  2.56 2.94  2.97 0.03  1.73 0.919 0.919 0.01  -0.2,0.22 

  Somatic problems 1.75  2.41 2.00 3.13 0.25  1.92 0.466 0.650 0.08  -0.14,0.31 

  ADHD problems 5.63  3.29 5.38  3.65 -0.25  2.55 0.584 0.735 -0.07  -0.32,0.18 

  Oppositional defiant problems 2.78  2.17 3.19  2.52 0.41  1.62 0.167 0.437 0.17  -0.07,0.4 

  Conduct problems 2.84  3.62 3.28  5.00 0.44  2.59 0.347 0.537 0.08  -0.09,0.26 

Piers-Harris (n = 33)           

  Inconsistent response index 0.85  0.71 0.30 0.53 -0.55  0.90 0.002* 0.026 -0.85  -1.42,-0.28 

  Response bias 28.15  7.37 26.27  5.33 -1.88  6.01 0.082 0.288 -0.28  -0.59,0.04 

  Total score 45.64  8.82 47.61  8.25 1.97  7.87 0.160 0.437 0.22  -0.09,0.54 

  Behavioral adjustment 12.76  1.79 13.21  1.17 0.45  2.11 0.224 0.509 0.29  -0.19,0.78 

  Intellectual status 12.21  2.16 12.58  1.84 0.36  1.97 0.296 0.529 0.18 -0.16,0.51 

  Physical appearance and attributes 8.12  2.26 8.61  1.95 0.48  1.54 0.081 0.288 0.22  -0.03,0.47 

  Freedom from anxiety 11.27  1.72 11.18  2.01 -0.09  2.36 0.827 0.852 -0.05  -0.48,0.38 

  Popularity 8.88  2.04 9.52  1.79 0.64  1.98 0.074 0.288 0.32  -0.04,0.68 

  Happiness and satisfaction 8.88  1.11 9.30  0.85 0.42  1.37 0.085 0.288 0.42  -0.07,0.91 

Note. Data are mean, SD, and p value by paired t test. BH-FDR p value: Benjamini-Hochberg False Discovery Rates corrected p values. 
 
*p < .05. 
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Association Between Narrative Language Ability 
and Self-Concept 

To assess whether improvement in narrative language abilities was associated with 
change in self-concept scores, a linear regression model was fitted using the Piers-Harris change 
score as a dependent variable and the narrative language change score as a predictor 
(summarized in Table 3). Overall, there did not appear to be any statistically significant (p < .05) 
associations between improved narrative ability and self-concept, as measured via the Piers-
Harris. There did not appear to be any general association between improved narrative language 
ability and self-concept, as measured via Piers-Harris. No associations were statistically 
significant when adjusted for using the Bonferroni correction method, likely because of small 
sample size. 

Although not statistically significant, there was an observed elevated, yet small, 
association between improved narrative language abilities in story retelling and total improved 
score on the Piers-Harris (r = .23, p = .24). Additionally, small to moderate elevated associations 
were observed between behavioral adjustment and personal narrative coherence scores (r = .21, 
p = .31), self-perceived intellectual status and story retell narrative language scores (r = .29, p = 
.14), and physical appearance and narrative language scores for both story retelling (r = .20, p = 
.30) and personal narratives (r = .27, p = .16). 

Association between Narrative Language Ability 
and Problem Behaviors 

To understand if improvement in narrative language abilities was associated with 
behavioral/emotional change, a linear regression model was fitted using the CBCL change score 
as a dependent variable and narrative language change as a predictor (summarized in Table 4). 
Within the competence domain of the CBCL, narrative language abilities—specifically, coherence 
and narrative language scores during the story retell task—were positively correlated with 
competence in activities. No clear association between narrative language ability and the social 
subdomain was evident and there was a negative association with school competence. Among 
the syndrome and DSM-oriented scales, improvement in personal narrative coherence was 
significantly associated with increased anxiety/depression symptoms (r = .52, p = .006*), 
attention problems (r = .44, p = .023*), anxiety problems (r = .43, p = .030* and ADHD problems 
(r = .51, p = .008*).  

Additionally, a statistically significant, negative association was observed between story 
retelling and somatic problems (r = -.44, p = .026). Although not statistically significant, improved 
story retelling coherence and narrative language abilities were associated with reduced somatic 
complaints, social problems, thought problems, aggressive behaviors, internalizing problem 
behaviors, externalizing problem behaviors, total problem behaviors, oppositional defiant 
problems, and conduct problems. When we adjusted for false discovery rates using the 
Bonferroni correction, no associations attained statistical significance. This is likely due to small 
study sample size.
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Table 3 

Association Between Narrative Language Improvement and Piers-Harris Change Score 

Piers-Harris Narrative Language Beta 
 

SE p value 
BH-FDR 
p value 

Correlation 
───────────────── 

r 95% CI 
Inconsistent response index Story retell: Coherence score -0.01  0.12 0.918 0.198 -0.02  -0.41,0.37 

Story retell: Narrative language measure score -0.02  0.04 0.646 0.864 -0.09  -0.45,0.29 

Personal narrative: Coherence score -0.18  0.09 0.056 0.710 -0.38  -0.67,0.01 

Personal narrative: Narrative language measure score -0.03  0.03 0.401 0.864 -0.17  -0.51,0.22 

Response bias Story retell: Coherence score 0.73  0.75 0.340 0.864 0.19  -0.21,0.54 

Story retell: Narrative language measure score 0.26  0.22 0.249 0.864 0.23  -0.16,0.55 

Personal narrative: Coherence score -0.35  0.59 0.565 0.864 -0.12  -0.48,0.28 

Personal narrative: Narrative language measure score 0.47  0.19 0.019* 0.680* 0.44  0.08,0.7 

Total score Story retell: Coherence score -0.30  1.02 0.769 0.864 -0.06  -0.44,0.33 

Story retell: Narrative language measure score 0.39  0.33 0.239 0.864 0.23  -0.16,0.56 

Personal narrative: Coherence score -0.19  0.80 0.816 0.864 -0.05  -0.43,0.35 

Personal narrative: Narrative language measure score 0.10  0.30 0.746 0.864 0.06  -0.32,0.43 

Behavioral adjustment Story retell: Coherence score -0.47  0.24 0.059 0.710 -0.37  -0.67,0.01 

Story retell: Narrative language measure score -0.08  0.09 0.348 0.864 -0.18  -0.52,0.2 

Personal narrative: Coherence score 0.20  0.20 0.305 0.864 0.21  -0.19,0.55 

Personal narrative: Narrative language measure score -0.03  0.08 0.685 0.864 -0.08  -0.44,0.3 

Intellectual status Story retell: Coherence score -0.16  0.25 0.524 0.864 -0.13  -0.49,0.27 

Story retell: Narrative language measure score 0.12  0.08 0.136 0.864 0.29  -0.09,0.6 

Personal narrative: Coherence score 0.11  0.20 0.584 0.864 0.11  -0.29,0.48 

Personal narrative: Narrative language measure score -0.04  0.08 0.561 0.864 -0.11  -0.47,0.27 

Physical appearance and attributes Story retell: Coherence score -0.10  0.19 0.586 0.864 -0.11  -0.48,0.29 

Story retell: Narrative language measure score 0.07  0.06 0.303 0.864 0.20  -0.19,0.53 

Personal narrative: Coherence score 0.12  0.14 0.418 0.864 0.17  -0.24,0.52 

Personal narrative: Narrative language measure score 0.08  0.06 0.161 0.864 0.27  -0.11,0.59 

(table continues) 
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Piers-Harris Narrative Language Beta 
 

SE p value 
BH-FDR 
p value 

Correlation 
───────────────── 

r 95% CI 
Freedom from anxiety Story retell: Coherence score -0.42  0.28 0.141 0.864 -0.30  -0.61,0.10 

Story retell: Narrative language measure score -0.07  0.09 0.460 0.864 -0.15  -0.49,0.24 

Personal narrative: Coherence score -0.19  0.22 0.400 0.864 -0.17  -0.52,0.23 

Personal narrative: Narrative language measure score -0.11  0.08 0.170 0.864 -0.27  -0.58,0.12 

Popularity Story retell: Coherence score 0.04  0.26 0.874 0.899 0.03  -0.36,0.41 

Story retell: Narrative language measure score -0.03  0.08 0.756 0.864 -0.06  -0.42,0.32 

Personal narrative: Coherence score 0.12  0.20 0.552 0.864 0.12  -0.28,0.49 

Personal narrative: Narrative language measure score 0.03  0.07 0.651 0.864 0.09  -0.29,0.45 

Happiness and satisfaction Story retell: Coherence score -0.04  0.17 0.814 0.864 -0.05  -0.43,0.35 

Story retell: Narrative language measure score -0.03  0.06 0.545 0.864 -0.12  -0.47,0.27 

Personal narrative: Coherence score 0.05  0.14 0.701 0.864 0.08  -0.32,0.45 

Personal narrative: Narrative language measure score 0.02  0.05 0.704 0.864 0.08  -0.31,0.44 

       Note: Beta is per 1 unit improvement of narrative score change. BH-FDR p value: Benjamini-Hochberg False Discovery Rate corrected p values. 
 

       *p < .05 
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Table 4 

Association Between Narrative Improvement and Child Behavior Checklist Change Score Changes and Narrative Improvement 

     BH-FDR 
p value 

Correlation 
─────────────────── 

Child Behavior Checklist Narrative language Beta SE p value r 95% CI 

Competence scale scores        

 Activities Story retell: Coherence score 0.56  0.30 0.076 0.728 0.35  -0.04,0.65 
Story retell: Narrative language measure score 0.15  0.10 0.143 0.728 0.28  -0.1,0.59 
Personal narrative: Coherence score 0.18 0.25 0.479 0.804 0.15  -0.26,0.5 
Personal narrative: Narrative language measure score -0.11  0.09 0.254 0.761 -0.22  -0.55,0.16 

 Social Story retell: Coherence score 0.08  0.24 0.754 0.918 0.07  -0.35,0.47 
Story retell: Narrative language measure score -0.06  0.08 0.459 0.799 -0.16  -0.53,0.26 
Personal narrative: Coherence score 0.07  0.20 0.749 0.918 0.07  -0.35,0.47 
Personal narrative: Narrative language measure score 0.06  0.07 0.388 0.799 0.18  -0.24,0.55 

 School Story retell: Coherence score -0.32  0.17 0.068 0.728 -0.42  -0.73,0.03 
Story retell: Narrative language measure score -0.05  0.05 0.409 0.799 -0.19  -0.57,0.26 
Personal narrative: Coherence score -0.13  0.16 0.422 0.799 -0.19  -0.58,0.28 
Personal narrative: Narrative language measure score 0.02  0.06 0.711 0.918 0.09  -0.36,0.5 

 Total competence Story retell: Coherence score 0.16 0.48 0.744 0.918 0.08  -0.39,0.52 
Story retell: Narrative language measure score 0.00 0.15 0.978 0.994 0.01  -0.45,0.46 
Personal narrative: Coherence score 0.35  0.47 0.466 0.799 0.18  -0.3,0.58 
Personal narrative: Narrative language measure score 0.09  0.17 0.620 0.883 0.12  -0.35,0.55 

Syndrome scale scores        

 Anxious/depressed Story retell: Coherence score 0.26  0.41 0.533 0.829 0.13  -0.27,0.49 
Story retell: Narrative language measure score 0.03  0.13 0.805 0.926 0.05  -0.33,0.41 
Personal narrative: Coherence score 0.83  0.28 0.006* 0.353 0.52  0.17,0.76 
Personal narrative: Narrative language measure score 0.11  0.11 0.351 0.799 0.18  -0.2,0.52 

 Withdrawn/depressed Story retell: Coherence score 0.01  0.35 0.984 0.994 0.00 -0.38,0.39 
Story retell: Narrative language measure score -0.11  0.10 0.296 0.764 -0.20 -0.54,0.18 
Personal narrative: Coherence score 0.12  0.27 0.673 0.918 0.09  -0.31,0.46 
Personal narrative: Narrative language measure score 0.07  0.10 0.456 0.799 0.15  -0.24,0.49 

 Somatic complaints Story retell: Coherence score -0.51  0.31 0.111 0.728 -0.32  -0.63,0.08 
Story retell: Narrative language measure score 0.00 0.10 0.976 0.994 0.01  -0.37,0.38 
Personal narrative: Coherence score 0.17  0.25 0.507 0.819 0.14  -0.27,0.5 
Personal narrative: Narrative language measure score 0.06  0.09 0.496 0.818 0.13  -0.25,0.48 

(table continues) 
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     BH-FDR 
p value 

Correlation 
─────────────────── 

Child Behavior Checklist Narrative language Beta SE p value r 95% CI 
Syndrome scale scores (continued)        

 Social problems Story retell: Coherence score -0.15  0.42 0.728 0.918 -0.07  -0.45,0.32 
Story retell: Narrative language measure score -0.05  0.13 0.718 0.918 -0.07  -0.43,0.31 
Personal narrative: Coherence score 0.39  0.32 0.239 0.761 0.24  -0.16,0.57 
Personal narrative: Narrative language measure score 0.11  0.11 0.348 0.799 0.18  -0.2,0.52 

 Thought problems Story retell: Coherence score -0.33  0.61 0.597 0.880 -0.11  -0.48,0.29 
Story retell: Narrative language measure score -0.28  0.18 0.123 0.728 -0.30 -0.6,0.08 
Personal narrative: Coherence score 0.20 0.48 0.684 0.918 0.08  -0.31,0.46 
Personal narrative: Narrative language measure score 0.23  0.16 0.178 0.761 0.26  -0.12,0.58 

 Attention problems Story retell: Coherence score 0.57  0.52 0.282 0.764 0.22  -0.18,0.56 
Story retell: Narrative language measure score 0.09  0.17 0.608 0.881 0.10  -0.28,0.46 
Personal narrative: Coherence score 0.90 0.37 0.023* 0.462 0.44  0.07,0.71 
Personal narrative: Narrative language measure score 0.23  0.14 0.114 0.728 0.31  -0.08,0.61 

 Rule-breaking behavior Story retell: Coherence score 0.16  0.20 0.438 0.799 0.16  -0.24,0.51 
Story retell: Narrative language measure score -0.01  0.06 0.832 0.945 -0.04  -0.41,0.34 
Personal narrative: Coherence score 0.19  0.15 0.236 0.761 0.24  -0.16,0.57 
Personal narrative: Narrative language measure score 0.00 0.06 0.991 0.994 0.00 -0.37,0.37 

 Aggressive behavior Story retell: Coherence score -0.56  0.61 0.368 0.799 -0.18  -0.53,0.22 
Story retell: Narrative language measure score -0.25  0.18 0.186 0.761 -0.26  -0.58,0.13 
Personal narrative: Coherence score 0.50 0.47 0.300 0.764 0.21  -0.19,0.55 
Personal narrative: Narrative language measure score 0.11  0.17 0.519 0.823 0.13  -0.26,0.48 

Problem behaviors        

 Internalizing Story retell: Coherence score -0.25  0.89 0.784 0.926 -0.06  -0.43,0.34 
Story retell: Narrative language measure score -0.08  0.27 0.779 0.926 -0.06  -0.42,0.32 
Personal narrative: Coherence score 1.12  0.66 0.101 0.728 0.33  -0.07,0.64 
Personal narrative: Narrative language measure score 0.24  0.24 0.326 0.799 0.19  -0.19,0.53 

 Externalizing Story retell: Coherence score -0.40 0.72 0.584 0.879 -0.11  -0.48,0.29 
Story retell: Narrative language measure score -0.26  0.21 0.238 0.761 -0.23  -0.56,0.16 
Personal narrative: Coherence score 0.69  0.55 0.225 0.761 0.25  -0.16,0.58 
Personal narrative: Narrative language measure score 0.11  0.20 0.586 0.879 0.11  -0.28,0.46 

 Total Story retell: Coherence score -0.56  3.16 0.860 0.950 -0.04  -0.42,0.36 
Story retell: Narrative language measure score -0.72  0.95 0.455 0.799 -0.15  -0.49,0.24 
Personal narrative: Coherence score 3.49  2.37 0.154 0.728 0.29  -0.11,0.61 
Personal narrative: Narrative language measure score 1.05  0.84 0.224 0.761 0.24  -0.15,0.56 

(table continues) 
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     BH-FDR 
p value 

Correlation 
─────────────────── 

Child Behavior Checklist Narrative language Beta SE p value r 95% CI 
DSM-oriented scales        

 Affective problems Story retell: Coherence score 0.04  0.46 0.927 0.994 0.02  -0.37,0.4 
Story retell: Narrative language measure score -0.17  0.14 0.227 0.761 -0.24  -0.56,0.15 
Personal narrative: Coherence score 0.30 0.36 0.409 0.799 0.17  -0.23,0.52 
Personal narrative: Narrative language measure score 0.14  0.12 0.271 0.764 0.22  -0.17,0.54 

 Anxiety problems Story retell: Coherence score 0.08  0.25 0.748 0.918 0.07  -0.33,0.44 
Story retell: Narrative language measure score -0.03  0.08 0.720 0.918 -0.07  -0.43,0.31 
Personal narrative: Coherence score 0.41  0.18 0.030* 0.462 0.43  0.05,0.7 
Personal narrative: Narrative language measure score 0.11  0.06 0.090 0.728 0.33  -0.05,0.62 

 Somatic problems Story retell: Coherence score -0.51  0.22 0.026* 0.462 -0.44  -0.7,-0.06 
Story retell: Narrative language measure score -0.02  0.07 0.799 0.926 -0.05 -0.42,0.33 
Personal narrative: Coherence score 0.01  0.19 0.978 0.994 0.01 -0.38,0.39 
Personal narrative: Narrative language measure score 0.08  0.06 0.252 0.761 0.22  -0.16,0.55 

 ADHD problems Story retell: Coherence score 0.49  0.32 0.143 0.728 0.30 -0.1,0.61 
Story retell: Narrative language measure score 0.09  0.10 0.378 0.799 0.17 -0.21,0.51 
Personal narrative: Coherence score 0.65  0.23 0.008* 0.353 0.51  0.15,0.75 
Personal narrative: Narrative language measure score 0.14  0.09 0.156 0.728 0.28 -0.11,0.59 

 Oppositional defiant problems Story retell: Coherence score -0.21  0.22 0.355 0.799 -0.19  -0.54,0.21 
Story retell: Narrative language measure score -0.07  0.07 0.291 0.764 -0.21  -0.54,0.18 
Personal narrative: Coherence score 0.28  0.17 0.108 0.728 0.32  -0.07,0.63 
Personal narrative: Narrative language measure score 0.13  0.06 0.033 0.462 0.40 0.04,0.68 

 Conduct problems Story retell: Coherence score -0.07  0.35 0.853 0.950 -0.04  -0.42,0.35 
Story retell: Narrative language measure score 0.00 0.11 0.994 0.994 0.00 -0.37,0.37 
Personal narrative: Coherence score 0.21  0.27 0.435 0.799 0.16  -0.24,0.52 
Personal narrative: Narrative language measure score -0.01  0.10 0.914 0.994 -0.02  -0.39,0.35 

Note. Beta is per 1 unit improvement of narrative score change. BH-FDR p value: Benjamini-Hochberg False Discovery Rate corrected p values. 

*p < .05. 
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Discussion 

This study examined whether a structured, oral narrative intervention was associated 
with improvements in narrative language abilities, reduced problem behaviors, and improved 
self-concept among a culturally and linguistically diverse group of children and adolescents with 
DLD. Post-intervention, participants demonstrated improved, statistically significant coherence 
scores for both the personal narrative (p < .01*) and story retelling tasks (p < .05*), as well as 
improved narrative language scores for both the personal narrative (p > .01*) and story retelling 
(p = .15) tasks. CBCL scores improved significantly for both social competence (p > .001*) and 
total competence scales (p > .05*), with moderate to large effect sizes. Although not statistically 
significant, CBCL competency scores also increased across school and activities scales. Contrary 
to expectations, there were small increases in externalizing and internalizing problem behavior 
after the narrative intervention; however, these findings did not attain statistical significance.  

A nonsignificant reduction in problem behaviors—including rule-breaking behaviors, 
attention problems, and ADHD-related problems—occurred after the narrative intervention. 
Conversely, several CBCL-measured problem behaviors (e.g., aggressive behavior, internalizing 
and externalizing problem behaviors, as well as affective, oppositional defiant, and conduct 
problems) increased post-intervention, although these changes were relatively small and not 
statistically significant. Additionally, positive correlations between improved narrative language 
abilities and competence in activities (a CBCL measure) was observed. Post-intervention, 
participants also exhibited improvement in positive self-concept, as evidenced by increased 
Piers-Harris total scores and 5/6 subscale scores.  

Study findings were mostly consistent with the authors’ a priori study hypotheses and 
related research literature in this area. After completing a 10-session, oral narrative language 
intervention, a sample (n = 33) of bilingual children and adolescents with DLD demonstrated 
improved narrative language abilities, increased competency in school, extracurricular activities, 
and social settings, and improved self-concept. Statistical analyses also revealed that increased 
narrative language abilities were associated with improvement in social competencies and 
positive self-concept. These findings are consistent with relevant literature, which has 
demonstrated the efficacy and importance of evidenced-based, language interventions among 
persons with DLD.  

It has been well-documented that children, teens, and young adults with DLD can 
experience a multitude of academic, behavioral, social, and emotional challenges, especially 
when compared against their typically developing peers (Adlof & Hogan, 2018; Aguilar-Mediavilla 
et al., 2014; Catts et al., 2002; Harrison et al., 2009; McCormack et al., 2011; Morgan et al., 2015; 
Morgan et al., 2012; Spaulding et al., 2008; Wittke & Spaulding, 2018; Yew & O’Kearney, 2013). 
Throughout childhood and adolescence, persons with DLD are more likely to exhibit internalized 
and externalized difficulties, including aggressiveness, distractibility, anxiety, depression, low 
self-esteem, behavioral adjustment issues, heightened stress in social situations, and emotional 
disturbances (Bakopoulou & Dockrell, 2016; Burnley et al., 2023; Conti-Ramsden et al., 2013; 
Conti‐Ramsden & Botting, 2008; Conti‐Ramsden & Durkin, 2016; Durkin & Conti-Ramsden, 2010; 
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Lindsay, Dockrell, & Palikara, 2010; Lindsay, Dockrell, & Strand, 2010; Lindsay & Strand, 2016; 
McCabe, 2005; Özcebe et al., 2020; Rost & McGregor, 2012; Samson et al., 2020; St Clair et al., 
2019 2011; Van den Bedem et al., 2018; Voci et al., 2006; Wadman, Botting, et al., 2011; Wadman 
et al., 2008; Wadman, Durkin, et al., 2011; Yew & O’Kearney, 2013, 2015). This creates 
heightened risk and barriers to success for an already vulnerable population. As such, creating 
and evaluating language-specific interventions—including narrative language—are critical for 
this population. 

Children and adolescents with DLD who speak more than one language are a unique—
but growing—population in the U.S. Research on bilingual and multilingual persons with DLD is 
sparse. Unfortunately, research studies on children and adolescents with DLD have historically 
excluded persons from bi/multilingual households (Kohnert et al., 2022; Tomblin et al., 1997). 
Because it can be quite difficult to discern language difference from language disorder among 
people who speak more than one language, DLD tends to be both under-diagnosed and over-
diagnosed among this population (Morgan et al., 2015; Rethfeldt et al., 2023). Language 
assessments and psychological, social, emotional, and behavioral assessment tools used in 
clinical and school settings are typically designed, normed, and standardized for monolingual 
English speakers (Armon‐Lotem & Meir, 2016; M. Nelson & Wilson, 2021). Prior research studies 
on narrative development have primarily focused solely on speech-language outcomes among 
monolingual, English-speaking children of European-American descent (Pico et al., 2021). This 
study was designed with the hopes of reducing gaps in this research area and better 
understanding the efficacy of narrative language interventions among bilingual children and 
adolescents with DLD, a historically underserved population.  

Bilingual children and teens with DLD who participated in this study benefitted from a 
narrative language intervention across several areas, including—improved narrative language 
and story coherence skills, increased social and academic competency, and improved self-
concept. Nevertheless, this study presented several limitations. A major limitation of this study 
was its small sample size (n = 33) and variability in participants’ ages. These factors can make it 
challenging to determine if changes occurred because of chance or natural occurrences (e.g., 
changes in self-esteem and problem behaviors may have occurred because of aging, external 
environmental stressors, entry into middle school, etc.). However, we were pleased to see 
children’s improvement in narrative abilities and find subtle, but meaningful, changes in behavior 
and self-concept. We hope that the preliminary findings from this study can serve as the basis for 
future research in this area. With increased time and more study participants, we would expect 
to see a greater shift in a child’s understanding of self and improvement in psychosocial 
outcomes.  

With a longer duration of intervention and larger sample size, we would expect to see 
increased performance in narrative development and greater impact on social competence and 
self-concept. Notably, while not included in the data set for the present study, a post-study event 
(sharing narratives with families after post testing was accomplished) revealed anecdotal 
evidence by parental report that subtle but significant shifts in relevant behaviors were revealed. 
There was a better-than-expected turn-out for such an event and clients who were previously 



Tarshis et al. Narrative Language Intervention Among Bilingual Children with DLD 
 

168 | P a g e  Volume 4(2) ● 2024 

unwilling to share a narrative publicly were willing to share their stories with peers and family/ 
community members. One example includes a child with selective mutism who volunteered to 
share her story in front of a group of unfamiliar peers, caregivers, and SLPs. Other participants 
reported feeling empowered or more confident to present in front of the group. Although we did 
not include these are part of our original study, these findings suggest that collecting qualitative 
information from children and family members may be fruitful in future research. 

Strengths of the study include the use of a culturally and linguistically diverse sample. In 
addition, this study utilized behavioral and self-concept measures extending beyond speech and 
language outcomes typically assessed in narrative language interventions. Further, assessment 
outcomes by SLPs masked to participant and time (e.g., baseline vs. follow-up) reduced bias in 
assessment of the narrative language outcomes and thus added rigor to the design. Finally, 
setting the study within routine care increases external validity and could serve as a model for 
future research. Limitations include lack of a control group, as well as inclusion of some children 
who had previously received indirect narrative-related work. The limitations of this present study 
are consistent with those found in busy urban clinics. Attendance was a major factor in being 
able to complete pre/post assessments and all the required sessions of the intervention. Future 
studies of this nature will likely need a more tailored assessment that considers how language 
processing impacts the ability to express a critical view of self. 
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