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Abstract 

Narrative has been studied extensively within the field of English literature for 

many decades. It is much more recently, however, that narrative has gained recognition 

within the field of developmental psychology. Bruner (1986) proposed that the status of 

narrative be elevated to that of one of only two modes of thought, the other being the 

paradigmatic mode. The current study investigated the progression of the concept of 

characterization from late childhood through late adolescence. A total of 68 students in 

Grades 4, 7 and 10 completed narrative composition and narrative response tasks that 

focused on characterization. Findings revealed a clear developmental trend in the used of 

social-psychological thought about characters. Whereas Grade 4 students displayed an 

intentional level of understanding of characters in terms of immediate thoughts, feelings, 

and goals, Grade 7 and Grade 10 students displayed an interpretive understanding of 

characters in terms of enduring psychological traits and personal history. From Grade 7 

to Grade 10 further increases in interpretive structure were evident as students became 

increasingly able to situate characters within the broader social context. Initial links to 

literary theory are made, and educational, methodological, and theoretical implications of 

the findings are discussed. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

Over the past thirty years, there has been a renewed interest in the study of 

narrative, perhaps, in large part, because of the level of information it provides 

researchers and practitioners regarding social, discursive, and cultural "forms of life" 

(Bruner, 1986, 1987, 1990; Polkinghorne, 1988). The advantages that are believed to 

arise from the assemblage and narrative analysis of direct accounts of experience are 

based on the assumption that individuals think, perceive, imagine, and make moral 

choices in accordance with narrative knowledge and narrative thought. From an early 

age, narrative becomes the way in which individuals organize and make sense of their 

daily experiences (Mandler, 1984; Bruner, 1986, 1987, 1990). Narratives also hold 

important roles in our lives as they are used to communicate, to motivate, to teach, and to 

entertain. 

In Western cultures, a narrative is generally thought to be comprised of several 

essential components, including: 1) a beginning, or an initiating event, 2) a simple 

reaction (by the protagonist), 3) a goal (formulated by the protagonist), 4) an attempt (by 

the protagonist) to achieve that goal, 5) an outcome, and 6) an ending, which includes the 

protagonist's reactions and the long-term consequences (Mandler, 1984). More recently, 

Yussen and Ozcan (1996) have defined narrative thought as involving "any cognitive 

action (activity) - - be it listening, speaking, reading, writing, imagining, or recollecting -

- in which the individual contemplates one or more people engaged in some activity or 

activities in specific settings for a purpose" (Yussen & Ozcan, 1996, p. 2). 
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Stein and Albro (1997) synthesized Stein and Glenn's (1979) and Mandler and 

Johnson's (1977) definitions of a "good story" and stated that it must make direct or 

indirect reference to several dimensions of goal-based action, including: 

1) an animate protagonist capable of intentional action; 2) an explicit 

statement of the desires or goals of the protagonist; 3) the overt actions 

carried out in the service of the protagonist's goals; and 4) the outcomes 

related to the attainment or non-attainment of these goals (p. 8). 

Bruner (1991) proposed that there are ten features that comprise a narrative, 

including: 1) narrative diachronicity (i.e., the account of events occurring over time); 

2) particularity (i.e., reference to particular happenings); 3) intentional state entailment 

(i.e., the happenings that befall characters must be relevant to their intentional states); 

4) hermeneutic composability (i.e., the ability of the text to hold meaning that is 

expressed by the writer and interpreted by the reader); 5) canonicity and breach (i.e., 

involving familiar human plights); 6) referentiality (i.e., achieving verisimilitude or 

lifelikeness rather than correct reference); 7) genericness (i.e., recognizable genres); 

8) normativeness (i.e., being centrally concerned with cultural legitimacy); 9) context 

sensitivity and negotiability (i.e., taking the teller's intentions into account and doing so 

in terms of our own background knowledge); and finally, 10) narrative accrual (i.e., the 

accrual of narratives eventually creates culture, history, or tradition). 

Polkinghorne (1988) noted that the term "narrative" has been used in many ways, 

referring to "any spoken or written presentation" (p. 13), in its broadest sense, to "the kind 

of organizational scheme expressed in story form" (p. 13), more specifically. For 

purposes of this paper, the latter, more specific, definition of narrative will be used. 
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Narrative also has been used to refer to the process of creating a story, to the 

cognitive organization, or "schema", of the story, and to the resulting products (i.e., 

stories, tales, or histories) (Polkinghorne, 1988). Throughout this paper, all three 

concepts (i.e., narrative as a "thought process," narrative as an "organizational 

framework," and narrative as a "product" or "end-result") are relevant. 

Narrative has been widely used in such disciplines as history, philosophy, 

theology, literature, anthropology, and jurisprudence (Nash, 1990; Polkinghorne, 1988). 

It is also an integral component of the educational curriculum as students are required to 

read, write, and interpret narratives at increasing levels of proficiency as they advance 

through their programs of studies (e.g., Alberta Learning, 2001). 

Recently, in the field of psychology, narrative has come to be viewed as the way 

in which individuals organize or make meaning from their experiences and relationships 

with others (Bruner, 1987, 1990; Polkinghorne, 1988). Because the use of narrative 

assists individuals in making sense of their experiences, as well as transmit those 

understandings, at least partially, to others, narrative has received increased attention in 

this discipline as a method of investigation (Mancuso, 1986; McAdams, 1992; Miller, 

1994; Polkinghorne, 1988; Robinson & Hawpe, 1986; Sarbin, 1986). For example, 

narrative serves a primary function as a tool for the socialization of children in the 

preschool years. That is, stories are used explicitly to teach them about the disastrous or 

lucrative consequences of accepting or rejecting specific values and actions (Stein & 

Albro, 1997). Through narrative, children begin to internalize social roles and values that 

govern their attitudes and behaviour. 
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McCabe (1991, 1996, 1997) stated that "narrative is a linguistic crossroads of 

culture, cognition, and emotion and serves the dual functions of sense making and self-

presentation." Her view of narrative emphasizes the cultural "embeddedness" of any 

particular narrative, while simultaneously acknowledging the subjectivity voiced by the 

narrator. This view attributes increasing coherence in children's narratives as resulting 

not only from their desire to become more proficient story-tellers, but also from the need 

to organize a coherent life story (McCabe 1991, 1996, 1997). Through narrative, then, 

children come to know and understand themselves in relation to the world around them. 

Bruner (1986) proposed that narrative is one of the two main modes of thought, 

the other being the paradigmatic mode. He suggested that these are the two distinct ways 

by which experience is ordered and reality is constructed. The goal of the paradigmatic 

or logico-mathematical mode of thought is to explain and to predict natural phenomena, 

in objective terms, based on the discovery of cause-effect laws (Bruner, 1986). 

Throughout history, the paradigmatic mode has been used as the main method of 

studying scientific phenomena. Recently, however, there has been increased recognition 

of the limitations of the empirical or scientific method for application to the human 

sciences. This is due, in large part, to the inability of this mode to make much sense of 

such constructs as human desire, goals, and social interaction (Bruner, 1986; Gergen & 

Gergen, 1986; McAdams, 1992; Singer & Salovey, 1993). 

In contrast to the paradigmatic mode, the narrative mode of thought allows for the 

explanation and understanding of specific human behaviors and events by ascertaining 

their inherent meaning and interpreting their significance (Bruner, 1990). This is made 

possible because of the dual organizational component of narrative thought which 
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operates by temporally and causally ordering events that occur in the physical world, or 

what Bruner (1987, 1990) referred to as the landscape of action, while simultaneously 

accounting for mental activity, or the landscape of consciousness. This allows 

individuals to understand both the tangible aspects of an experience, as well as their own 

and others' intentional states (Bruner, 1987, 1990; Polkinghorne, 1988). 

Bruner (1986) stated that masters of the paradigmatic mode refrain from saying 

more than they mean in efforts to avoid using unfounded assumptions in their search for 

an objective truth. In contrast, masters of the narrative mode, such as accomplished poets 

and novelists, are most effective when they mean more than they are able to say (Bruner, 

1986). A good story, therefore, offers each of its listeners something unique and can 

generate a multitude of meanings, allowing each person to attach his or her own personal 

significance to that story. Through narrative, individuals can experience authentic 

thoughts, emotions, and desires that become incorporated into self even though they may 

arise from the vicarious experience of adventures and interactions. These benefits 

provide insight into why there is an increased interest in the use of narrative 

methodologies to investigate phenomena in human sciences such as psychology (e.g., 

Barresi & Juckes, 1997; Gergen & Gergen, 1986; McAdams, 1992; Moffitt & Singer, 

1994; Palombo, 1992; Polkinghorne, 1988; Sarbin, 1986; Singer & Salovey, 1993; 

Spence, 1982). 

The pervasiveness of stories in our lives, as well as Bruner's (1986) proposed 

elevated status of narrative as one of the two primary modes of thought, elucidates the 

need for understanding how narrative knowledge develops from childhood through 

adulthood. While there is a reasonable research base investigating narrative development 



from early through late childhood (e.g., Bamberg, 1997; Kemper, 1984; Mandler, 1984; 

Peterson & McCabe, 1983; McCabe, 1997; McKeough, 1992a; Nelson, 1981; Stein & 

Albro, 1997; Stein & Glenn, 1979), fewer investigations have focussed on narrative 

development from early through late adolescence. There has also been a tendency for 

developmental researchers to focus more upon narrative structure (e.g., Bamberg, 1997; 

McKeough, 1992; Stein & Glenn, 1979; Stein & Albro, 1997) than upon other aspects of 

children's narratives. 

For instance, within the developmental narrative research there has been a striking 

lack of emphasis placed on children's use of characterization in stories they have written 

(i.e., narrative composition tasks). Generally speaking, more emphasis has been placed 

upon the cultural role of narrative and the essential components that comprise narrative 

structure, specifically investigating whether these elements are present or absent within 

children's narrative attempts. By the same token, there is a paucity of research 

investigating children's understanding of characters in stories they have read (i.e., 

narrative response tasks). Despite the centrality of characters to stories, and despite the 

emphasis on characterization in language arts classes, such a focus has been 

conspicuously absent within developmental research investigations. It is important to 

consider that all of the essential elements upon which narrative is based (e.g., events, 

actions, intentions, and the passing of time) are experienced by the character. It is only in 

light of the specific qualities of an individual character that their actions, intentions, and 

the events that befall them acquire meaning. Efforts should be made to elucidate our 

understanding of characterization as this has direct implications for the understanding the 

development of social cognition and the understanding of social relationships in general. 
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One could suggest that the centrality of character to narrative and its relative neglect 

within developmental research bears a striking parallel to the significance of narrative 

within the study of human existence and its relative absence, until only recently, within 

the literature. 

While narrative has been investigated extensively within the field of English 

literature, developmental psychology has not relied much upon these potential 

contributions in conducting developmental research. Certainly literary theorists have 

approached and discussed the study of narrative in terms of artistic interpretation by the 

"experts" (i.e., adults) of the culture. This work might well serve to inform those who are 

interested in how the younger "apprentices" (Rogoff, 1990) of the culture advance to 

these ideal levels of interpretation. 

The fields of developmental psychology and education are both concerned with 

learning and development throughout childhood and adolescence. Unfortunately, there 

has been limited collaborative research in the area of narrative development. Even within 

the field of developmental psychology there are differing theoretical views of how 

narrative thought develops and the best ways in which this should be investigated. It is 

unsurprising then that educators have not relied heavily upon developmental findings in 

setting curriculum standards. If the field of developmental psychology is to be of use to 

educators, it is critical that overall research findings be integrated within the field, and 

that consideration be given to the theories of English literature upon which educational 

curriculum standards are, in part, based. 

The current research wil l attempt to provide some initial links between views of 

narrative by English literary theorists and those of developmental psychologists with the 
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goal of being of more use to the educational field. Further, there will be an emphasis on 

narrative content, with a specific focus placed upon the progression of the use of 

characterization from late childhood through adolescence. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

"the art of characterisation arises from the sense that at any time 

between birth and death human experience is confronted by what it 

feels to be alien.... From this confrontation issues growth and identity, 

and the two combine to form character - both the existence of it in the 

experiencer and the awareness of it in others (Gillie, 1965, p. 24) ". 

Narrative in English Literature 

Narrative plays a central role in the field of English literature and has a venerable 

history of study within this field. As such, a brief overview of narrative, as literary 

theorists have viewed it, is noteworthy. 

Narratives gained status within the discipline of English Literature after 

approximately 1945, when the contemporary realistic novel became viewed as a major 

literary genre, worthy of study within the literary curriculum. Prior to that time, only 

poetry and drama held such esteem. After this time, and throughout most of the 1950's, 

the focus was on individual novels. At that time, novels were meant to represent life as it 

actually was (Polkinghorne, 1988). 

By the late 1950's, Northrop Frye criticized literary theorists for approaching 

literature with no conceptual framework. He believed that, rather than viewing literature 

as an aggregate of discrete works, a search should ensue for the common themes in story 

content. Frye suggested that categories existed which formed general conceptual maps 

through which stories were both composed and understood (Frye, 1963). He believed 



10 

that these categories were both involved in the creation of human experience, and 

reflected in literary expressions arising from such experience. A n example of one such 

category focussed on the relationship of the protagonist to other characters in the story, as 

well as to the environment. Frye suggested that these differing relationships were 

reflected in the five modes of literature, which include myth, romance, high mimetic, low 

mimetic, and ironic (Frye, 1963). For example, Frye classified the myth as involving a 

protagonist with power that is superior in kind over the other people and the environment. 

Romance, on the other hand, involves power that is superior in degree over the people 

and environment. He differentiated between high mimetic literature, involving a 

protagonist with power that is superior in degree over other people, but not over the 

environment, and low mimetic literature, involving power that is comparable to the other 

people. Finally, the mode of irony, involved power that is inferior to that of other people 

(Frye, 1963). 

Frye (1963) also proposed four basic narrative structures (i.e., romantic, comic, 

tragic, and ironic) that give form to human experience. He suggested that the romantic 

narrative structure involves a quest to some desired end, whereas the comic entails 

progress toward the goal that is attained through evolution or revolution. The tragic 

narrative structure involves a fall away from an achieved goal, and the ironic, events that 

ultimately overwhelm the protagonist (Frye, 1963). 

In addition, Frye (1963) specified that the author's perspective (i.e., extroversion, 

introversion, personal terms, and intellectual terms) could be used to further subdivide 

fiction. He postulated that the author may direct his or her view outward, to produce a 

representation of the world (extroversion), or inward to produce an imaginative vision 
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(introversion). The author also may grasp the subject in personal terms or intellectual 

terms. 

Frye clarified the difference between literary expression and scientific expression, 

identifying two modes of language use as being centrifugal and centripetal. These, he 

suggested, can be exemplified by cognitive-scientific discourse, which is directed 

outward from words to things, and poetry and literature, which moves inward toward an 

inner imaginative realm (Frye, 1963). His approach to the study of narrative was to use 

an inductive method, whereby he focussed on the content level of stories and searched for 

an underlying organization or order, drawing out similarities and themes (Frye, 1963). 

As a result of Frye's use of classification, he has been credited with redefining the literary 

genres and redirecting the critical focus from the realistic novel to the narrative in general 

(Polkinghorne, 1988). 

Other literary theorists who also investigated common themes include Scholes 

and Kellogg (1966), who added history and biography to the list of fictions. They found 

that while the subject matter of narratives changed over time, the types of characters used 

remained relatively stable. Campbell (1949), like Frye (1963), believed there was a 

universal myth that formed the substructure of narratives. He identified a pattern called 

the monomyth, which was represented by a circular diagram in which the protagonist 

engages in movement from departure to return. It can be summarized as follows: 

Initially, the hero departs on a journey and becomes involved in an adventure. He then 

encounters a "shadow presence" at a threshold and must overcome this. After crossing 

the threshold, the protagonist travels through unfamiliar territory and encounters a 

"supreme ordeal." In the end, the protagonist triumphantly gains his reward and returns 
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to restore the world (Campbell, 1949). This pattern may be likened to developmental 

researchers' notion of a complex narrative comprised of an initiating event, the 

protagonist's reaction, a goal, an attempt to achieve that goal, and a series of 

complicating events that ultimately culminate into an outcome. Campbell, however, used 

the mythic form to describe the essential components of narrative. 

Similarly, Robert McAndrews (1979) proposed a universal plot, viewing the 

common story as a hero's journey through the stages of biological birth. He believed that 

any human journey, whether deliberate or unintentional, inward (i.e., emotional or 

psychological) or outward (i.e., physical), sacred or secular, bears at least a resemblance 

to, i f not a complete re-enactment of, the biological birth process. McAndrews further 

suggested that this universal plot serves as a metapattern or a template which is used to 

organize human experience (McAndrews, 1979). 

Lévi-Strauss (1963) posited that there exist particular unchanging universal 

structures to which any myth could be reduced. Within this view, the study of narrative 

myths was concerned with the fundamental rules that generate myths beneath the level of 

awareness rather than the surface of social life as consciously experienced by individuals 

in society. Lévi-Strauss considered these basic functions to be intrinsic to the human 

mind itself so that the study of a body of myth involves looking less at its narrative 

content than at the universal mental operations that form it. He held that myths can be 

viewed as devices to think with and as ways of classifying and organizing reality (1963). 

Lévi-Strauss' (1963) notion of narrative as a device with which to think and organize life 

experience bears a striking parallel to Bruner's (1986) notion of narrative thought as one 

of the two primary modes of thought engaged in by humans. 



The introduction of structuralism as an approach to the study of narrative involved 

a shift in the type of research approach used in narrative investigation. Earlier literary 

study (e.g., Frye's inquiry about a universal plot) used an inductive method (i.e., 

gathering narrative data and identifying regularities by using comparison and contrast). 

Structuralism, however, used a hypothetical-deductive method, whereby a logical order 

of narrative was hypothesized and then tested to determine whether or not it could 

account for the data (Polkinghorne, 1988). 

The French structuralists searched for a common deep structure in narrative with 

their approach leading to the development of a new literary science called narratology. 

The research methods, borrowed from linguistics, resulted in rigorous and systematic 

analysis of narrative and sought to explain a literary element by its place in a network of 

relations without having to adopt the cause and effect system of explanation used in the 

natural sciences. Structuralism differed from formal science in an important way. 

Sructuralists did not attempt to make claims about an objective reality that existed 

independently from the human mind. Rather structuralists viewed the world as a space 

and time continuum without fixed boundaries. This view held that it is language that 

categorizes the world into stable entities. According to the structuralist theory, listeners 

and tellers of stories produce and understand narratives without awareness that the 

narratives are being generated according to a set of mental structures (Polkinghorne, 

1988). The structuralist position held that humans possess innate mental structures that 

frame their experience. These structures are achronological or atemporal and located at 

such a depth that they are not affected or modified by experience (Polkinghorne, 1988). 

The assumption of this method was that narrative structure could be likened to any other 



linguistic form. The goal of the structuralists was to describe these deep mental 

structures, including both the functional units, as well as the rules used to relate these 

units. 

This structuralist tradition is the main area in which English Literature and 

developmental research converge. Within the field of developmental psychology there 

are researchers who view narrative development as a subcomponent of language 

development (e.g., Bamberg, 1997; Mandler, 1984). This linguistic/constructivist 

tradition views language as providing the building blocks and narrating as a central 

activity in which these blocks are put together so that experiences and selves are 

constructed (Bamberg, 1997). One of the most renowned developmentalists who 

followed this approach is Noam Chomsky (1966) who posited that humans possess an 

innate understanding of grammar that is used to form all types of well-formed sentences 

and that this results in the understanding of spoken as well as written language. He 

proposed the notion of a Language Acquisition Device (LAD) , a structure that exists 

within the brain that allows humans to develop language. Similarly, narrative researchers 

following this approach have suggested that humans possess an innate "schema" for 

understanding narrative that allows them to understand and produce stories from an early 

age (Bruner, 1986, 1990; Mandler, 1984). 

The next movement in literary theory signified a change from an emphasis upon 

the underlying structure of narrative toward the process of narrating, itself. After the 

structuralism movement, the approach used by literary theorists to investigate narrative 

focussed on point of view. This emphasis represented a shift in the focus from the 

underlying plot structure to the devices authors can use to solve problems in the 



15 

presentation of the thoughts of the characters. This approach emphasized the author's 

ability to transmit information about the characters to the reader. 

For instance, Jakobson's (1960) communication model links the message with 

both the sender and receiver of that message into a single "speech event." This model 

has been used to investigate the ways in which authors use the first person and third 

person points of view, as well as represented speech and thought. The first-person point 

of view involves speaking through letters, journals, dialogues, or monologues and using 

the present tense to provide a sense of immediate involvement for the reader. The third-

person point of view allows the author to be aware of everything and to reveal things that 

are unknown to the characters while commenting on the action. Writers often use these 

two points of view together so that the effect allows for the presumed accuracy of the 

objective third-person grammar as well as for the intimate involvement afforded by the 

first-person statements (Jakobson, 1960). Represented speech and thought is a technique 

that involves merging the narrator with a character in the story and combines the present 

tense of the first-person with the past-tense of the third-person point of view so that 

further information or insight is provided for the reader (Jakobson, 1960). In addition, 

this approach has investigated the use of characters' perspectives, whereby the reader is 

allowed insight into what characters know or perceive. In essence this model 

investigated the processes that senders of the message (i.e., authors/tellers of a narrative) 

could use to relay information to the receivers of the message (i.e., readers/listeners). 

The communication model could provide a useful framework for developmental 

researchers investigating how students develop characters so that they will be understood 

by the readers/listeners. 
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Reception theory extended the point-of-view use of the communication model and 

shifted the emphasis from the sender (i.e., author) to the receiver (i.e., reader) of the 

message who interprets and understands the narrative text. This hermeneutic process is 

the focus of reception theory. Wolfgang Iser (1978) emphasized the notion that there is 

no determinate meaning in a text, but rather, meaning is derived from the process of 

experiencing the narrative, suggesting that readers must rely upon their general social 

knowledge in the process of interpreting meaning in a text (Iser, 1978). Reception theory 

highlights the complex and dynamic process of interpreting narrative emphasizing that 

readers' previous experiences with narratives and their understanding of their own lives 

are relied upon for, and subsequently altered by, this process (Iser, 1978). This approach 

holds promise for developmental researchers investigating how students interpret 

characters and how this process of interpretation develops with age. 

There are several parallels between the shifts of focus within the fields of English 

literature and developmental research with respect to the investigation of narrative. 

Initially, in both fields the status of narrative as a topic worthy of investigation had to be 

established. In order to establish legitimacy within a scientific world, an emphasis was 

placed upon the scientific investigation of narrative. Within the field of English literature 

this resulted in the structuralist movement. The structuralist approach was in keeping 

with the heavy emphasis placed upon science and the use of the paradigmatic mode of 

thought as the primary way to gain useful information. More recently within this field 

there has been a movement toward use of the communication model as the preferred 

method of investigating narrative, as this allows for a broadening in the focus of study. 

As wil l be illustrated next, research in developmental psychology has followed a similar 
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pattern. Initially researchers placed a heavy emphasis upon the development of narrative 

structure in children. More recently, however, there has been recognition of the need for 

a more integrated understanding of children's development of narrative structure, content, 

and thought processes and how these are related. 

Narrative Development Throughout Childhood and Adolescence 

Narrative Structure 

Similar to the emphasis of the structuralist tradition within the field of English 

literature, the majority of investigations by developmental researchers within the field of 

psychology have sought to explicate the underlying structure of narrative. Their 

emphasis, however, was to determine how the structure of narrative changes with age. 

Applebee (1978) recognized the developmental transformation of narrative 

complexity, reporting increases in the structural components of narrative with age and 

verbal capability. Similarly research investigations by Stein (1988) and Peterson and 

McCabe (1991) provided evidence of age-related changes in narrative structure. 

As previously described, Mandler's (1984) definition of a basic story episode 

involves six elements - a beginning, a simple reaction, a goal, an attempt, an outcome, 

and an ending. Several developmental researchers have concluded by about 8 years of 

age, children have mastered this (Kemper, 1984; McKeough, 1992a; Stein & Albro, 

1997; Stein & Glenn, 1979). By age ten, children are capable of composing narratives 

that are more complex than the basic story episode, demonstrating multiple attempts by 

the protagonist to achieve the goal at hand (Kemper, 1984; McKeough, 1992a; Stein & 

Glenn, 1979). While there has been little research investigating increases in the structural 

complexity of narrative after age ten, there is one line of research that sheds light upon 
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further increases in structural complexity of narrative thought. McKeough's (1992) 

model of narrative development which stems from Case's (1985; 1992) neo-Piagetian 

theory of cognitive development wil l , therefore, 

be presented in some detail. 

Recently, the basic elements used to comprise a story, and the ways in which 

these elements are coordinated or integrated, have been studied as sources of the 

underlying levels of cognition engaged in by storytellers (McKeough, 1992a; 1992b). 

Following Case (1985, 1992) McKeough's (1992a; 1992b) model of narrative 

development takes into account both maturationally-based increases in information-

processing capacity, as well as culturally-based learning experiences. Case suggested 

that as the brain matures biologically, this allows for an increase in processing capacity 

that is then reorganized through childhood and adolescence. This, in turn, enables the 

development of cognitive structures of increasingly greater complexity within any 

cognitive domain. Case further elaborated that as children are exposed to, and engage in, 

higher forms of cognition within their culture (e.g., mathematical reasoning, logical 

thought, spatial cognition, and narrative thought), they become increasingly more 

proficient within these cognitive domains. 

Case's (1985, 1992) theory proposed that there are four main stages of cognitive 

development, each of which has three substages. He suggested that there is a recursive 

progression through the three substages and that integration of two cognitive structures 

used singly at the previous stage results in a consolidated structure that is used as the 

foundation for the subsequent stage of development (see Figure 1). Case's model 

suggests that at each stage of development there is an initial substage in which a new type 
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Vectorial Stage* 

Dimensional Stage 

Interrelation:!! Stage 
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Substage 3 
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X 

A 2 ~ B 2 4 

A,-; B, W.M. 

A 2 — B 2 3 

A - B 

%A or B 1 

or Abstract Dimensional Stage 

Figure 1. Case's (1985, 1992) proposed stages and substages of cognitive development. 
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of structure is assembled but it can only be applied in isolation (unifocal coordination). 

At the second substage, two of these structures can be applied in tandem but they cannot 

be successfully integrated (bifocal coordination). At the third, and final substage, two or 

more units can be integrated and applied at the same time (elaborated coordination). As 

previously mentioned, this results in the formation of a consolidated structure that 

provides the basis upon which subsequent levels are developed. 

To depict this by way of example, consider McKeough's (1992a) model of 

narrative development. (See Figure 2 for McKeough et al.'s (1996) scheme for scoring 

narrative plot structure across ages 4 through 18 years). According to Case, 4-year-olds 

are in substage 3 of the interrelational stage of cognitive development, and therefore, 

should be capable of handling only one integrated interrelational unit at a time. 

According to McKeough, by age four, children have consolidated an interrelational unit 

for a simple action-based narrative script in which external states, events, and actions are 

linked temporally and referentially. They have also consolidated an interrelational unit 

for identifying and describing affective states such as happy, sad, and so on. At four 

years of age, children are not yet able to integrate the two units, and so they tend to 

construct stories reflecting only the external or physical world of events and actions. The 

following provides an example: 

Once upon a time there was a little girl who lived on a farm with a very good 

horse. And she always rode to the country on the horse and they always had 

a picnic together (McKeough, Sanderson, Martens, & Salter, 1996, p. 5). 



Does the story have a sequence of events that are temporally, 
causally, or referentially related and that occur exclusively in 
the physical world of action and events? 

Y E S 

Does the story include explicit or implicit reference to the 
mental states that motivate action in the physical world? Is 
there a problem that is immediately resolved? 

Y E S 

Does the story have a problem, a series of failed attempts or 
complications, followed by a resolution, such that additional 
mental states are mentioned or implied? 

Y E S 

Does one impediment have more significance than the 
others, thereby also broadening the characters' intentions? Is 
the impediment dealt with in the outcome, with the result 
that the resolution has a well-planned feeling? 

Y E S 

Does the focus of the story shift from the characters' actions 
and mental states to why particular mental states are held? 
Does a constellation of mental states create a psychological 
profile or character trait that is represented across time and 
situations? 

Y E S 

Are additional traits represented, such that a dialectic is 
created wherein the interaction of two states or traits lead to 
further psychologically oriented complications? 

Y E S 

Does the dialectical relation between states or traits act as an 
integrating device lending a greater sense of coherence to the 
story? 

N O N O 
N O = Level 0 j N O = Level 0 j 

N O 
N O = Level 1 w N O = Level 1 

N O N O 
N O = Level 2 1 N O = Level 2 1 

N O N O = Level 3 

N O 
N O = Level 4 

N O N O = Level 5 

N O N O = Level 6 

Y E S I ^ Y E S = Level 7 

Figure 2. McKeough et al.'s (1996) scheme for scoring narrative plot structure. 
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McKeough (1993) stated that, at age 4, some rudimentary understanding of the notion 

that people have intentions is normally in place. This notion has also been 

referred to by developmentalists as children's theory of mind (Astington, Olson, & Harris, 

1988). 

By age 6 children demonstrate the ability to coordinate the two above-mentioned 

units. This results in a new narrative structure that includes external events as well as the 

mental states that underlie actions and accompany events. The following transcript 

provides an example. 

Once upon a time there was a horse that wanted to be wise. And a little girl 

found him and she said, "Do you want to be wise?" And she teached him all 

the things that little horses are supposed to know. And so the little horse went 

to the farm and the little girl trained the little horse and the little horse had a 

happy life. (McKeough et al., 1996, pp. 6-7). 

Thus by age 6, children become capable of integrating the action/event schema 

and the mental schema. They begin to think of the stream of any familiar human activity 

as a coordinated sequence, always involving two components. These components have 

been referred to as a "landscape of action" (Bruner, 1986), which is the behavioural 

element of any event sequence, and a "landscape of consciousness" (Bruner, 1986), 

which is the internal or "intentional" element. Following Case (1985), McKeough 

(1992a, 1992b) posited that one way to understand the development within stages of 

social thought is to consider the development of working memory from 1 to 4 units. This 

results in a progression from pre-intentional (4 years) to uni-intentional 

(6 years) to bi-intentional (8 years) to integrated bi-intentional thought (10 years) 
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(McKeough, 1993). Whereas four-year-olds tend to use either one or the other of the two 

structures, six-year-olds are able to coordinate the two so that action sequences often 

contain reference to the mental states that underlie, or are associated with, them 

(McKeough, 1993). Hence, a prototypical narrative from a six-year-old has moved from 

a "script" to a "plot", centering around a problem and its resolution (McKeough, 1992a, 

1992b). 

At eight years of age, further development of the intentional structure is evident. 

Eight-year-olds introduce a second focus in their stories, a complication of a series of 

unsuccessful attempts at resolution, prior to the solution. They demonstrate the ability to 

produce narratives with one or more additional sub-problems and associated mental states 

embedded within the main story, thereby demonstrating the ability to coordinate, at least 

in a simple fashion, two or more dual-landscape units (See Appendix A for a protypic 

example of an eight-year-old's narrative). 

By age 10, children are typically able to integrate the complication into the 

resolution, with the result that the story has a well-developed feeling and planned quality 

(McKeough, 1993). Stories by ten-year-olds, therefore, have the tendency to become 

increasingly more elaborate. The number of complicating events tends to increase and 

these tend to be better integrated with the original problem and its resolution (McKeough, 

1993) (See Appendix A for a prototypic example of a 10-year-old's story). There is a 

progression from scripts at four years, to plots at six years, to elaborated plots at eight 

years, and finally, to integrated plots at ten years of age (McKeough, 1993). 

By adolescence further changes in narrative structure occur. Reasoning about 

social interaction takes a psychological turn. By age 12 or 13 years of age children 
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demonstrate an interpretive understanding of human action, whereby intentional states 

can be reflected upon and explained in terms of enduring psychological traits 

(McKeough, 1992a, 1992b). (See Appendix A for a protypic example of an interpretive 

story by a 12-year-old). 

Between the ages of 12 and 18 the tendency to take an interpretive meta-position 

to characters' intentions increases. By age 14, notions about further enduring states and 

traits become apparent. These may take the form of contrary tendencies within a 

character that create internal psychological conflict for that individual in addition to the 

outer story conflict. (See Appendix A for a prototypic example of a 14-year-old's story). 

Additionally, literary devices such as surprise endings and flashbacks are also 

used during adolescence (McKeough, 1992a, 1992b). Surprise endings can be used to 

give events a "double meaning." In adolescence, narratives proceed along an intentional 

vein, outlining physical-world states and events and the mental states of the characters 

that are associated with them. One meaning is constructed by the reader at this level. 

The generation of a surprise ending, however, causes the reader to reflect back on the 

story and to ascribe a second meaning to it. The surprise ending, therefore, leads to 

another interpretation (Case, Bleiker, Henderson, Krohn, & Bushey, 1993). McKeough 

and Généreux (2002) have also demonstrated that adolescents are able to use flashback in 

their narratives. In using flashbacks, the characters' intentions are presented in a long-

term context and character traits are established that endure across time and situations. 

The flashback causes events happening in the present to be interpreted differently. 

Current events are interpreted while taking into consideration past events. Flashbacks 

allow the reader to be shown that a character feels a certain way because past experiences 
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have influenced the type of person he or she is. Therefore rhetorical devices, such as 

flashback and surprise endings, allow the reader to interpret the intentional states of story 

characters and mark a shift in the quality of the productions from intentional narratives to 

interpretive ones (McKeough, 1993). The interpretive approach of adolescents allows 

them to examine why characters have the intentions they do. Intentions are explained in 

terms of such factors as the characters' psychological traits or personal history 

(McKeough, 1993). 

Narrative Content 

The previous section focuses on narrative structural complexity and can be 

considered a macro-analysis (i.e., story level) of narrative. Another important dimension 

of narrative thought that can be investigated is that of narrative content. 

One of the earliest studies of narrative content is that of Applebee (1978). He 

analyzed the types of concepts children use when responding to stories and poems, 

classifying these according to traditional Piagetian dimensions such as concrete versus 

abstract, and specific versus general. In Applebee's study, students aged 9, 13, and 17 

years were asked first to discuss a story they knew well and then to respond as to why 

they liked or disliked particular stories and poems. In response to the story, Applebee 

revealed a shift from retellings and summaries by 9-year-olds, to summaries and analyses 

by 13-year-olds, to analyses and generalizations by 17-year-olds. Analyses of the reasons 

for liking or disliking stories or poems indicated that younger students relied mainly upon 

categorization in their responses. Early adolescents' answers involved categorizations as 

well, but also included analyses. The older adolescents used categorization, analysis, and 

also formed generalizations. A movement from concrete operational reasoning in 



childhood through more abstract formal operational reasoning through adolescence was 

found (Applebee, 1978). 

Other researchers also have compared the narrative responses of children, 

adolescents, and young adults, and have reported similar developmental shifts from an 

early emphasis on physical actions and outcomes to a later emphasis on characters' 

internal social-psychological responses, motivations, traits, and goals (Bamberg & 

Damrad-Frye, 1991; McConaughy, Fitzhenry-Coor, & Howell, 1984; Trabasso, Stein, 

Rodkin, Munger, & Baugh, 1992). For instance, McConaughy et al. (1984) investigated 

the narrative responses of 10-year-olds and 20-year-olds to the same story material and 

reported differences in terms of two different story schema. Whereas children used a 

causal inference schema that involved physical causality, adults employed a social 

inference schema that incorporated both physical, as well as psychological, causality. 

Beach and Wendler (1987) also investigated developmental changes in narrative 

thought from adolescence through adulthood. In this study, eighth-graders (mean age = 

14.3), eleventh graders (mean age = 17.2), college freshmen (mean age = 19.4), and 

college seniors (mean age = 22.3) all read stories and then answered questions about 

characters' acts, perceptions, and goals. Their answers were clustered based on the 

similarity of content. The categories derived from their findings included act inferences, 

which focussed on social meanings rather than physical meanings, perception inferences, 

which focussed on characters' beliefs as opposed to feelings, and goal inferences, which 

focussed on long-range social or psychological goals as opposed to short-term physical 

actions. College students, of both ages, focussed significantly more on social-

psychological meanings as opposed to the physical aspects of characters' actions. They 
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focussed more on the characters' social-psychological beliefs, as opposed to feelings, 

about other characters, and more on long-range social-psychological goals as opposed to 

short-term physical goals of the characters. Eighth and eleventh graders focussed 

significantly less on social-psychological phenomena than did the college freshmen and 

seniors and they focussed significantly less on long-range goals than did college students. 

The eleventh graders focused more on social-psychological meanings of characters' acts 

than did the eighth graders, but these two groups did not differ significantly on the other 

two measures. 

Feldman, Bruner, Kalmar, and Renderer (1993) studied narrative responses of 

children (aged 10-12), adolescents (aged 15-19), and adults (aged 26-49). They revealed 

a developmental trend in their findings that they characterized as being a movement from 

a plot to a plight to a dramatization. The children interpreted story characters in terms of 

their categorical roles and viewed characters' actions and desires as determined primarily 

by their positions in the story plot. Adolescents interpreted story characters more 

psychologically and biographically in terms of the specific personal developmental 

plights they were facing. Adolescents emphasized the difficult times in the characters' 

lives when they had to decide to either continue on the path charted by their past history 

or to break with their past and embark on a new life course. The adults, however, placed 

greater emphasis on viewing the story as a literary work and on decomposing the story 

into its constituent dramaturgical elements such as agents, acts, goals, scenes, and 

agency. They also took a broader view of the characters as situated in larger social and 

temporal contexts. This perspective allowed the adults to conceive of multiple options 



and future pathways that extended beyond the time-bound, fatalistic personal plights as 

viewed by the adolescents. 

As can be seen from all of these studies, with age there is a developmental move 

toward richer and fuller representation of what Bruner (1986) referred to as the landscape 

of consciousness in narrative understanding. McKeough (1996) focussed on this 

increasing complexity in narrative and devised a two-step scoring scheme that allows for 

categorization of narratives based on their social-psychological content. In her analysis, 

narrative T-units (i.e., the shortest grammatically complete parts of a passage that a text 

can be divided into without creating fragments - Hunt, 1977) are first identified and then 

scored developmentally as either: 1) action/descriptive, 2) intentional, or 3) interpretive 

in quality (see Table 1). This method of analysis can be considered a micro-analysis (i.e., 

sentence level) of the narrative. McKeough (1987, 1992a) has investigated stories by 

children from 4- through 18-years of age and has identified three major developmental 

stages of narrative understanding that correspond to Case's relational, dimensional, and 

vectorial stages of cognitive development. She found that during early childhood (up to 4 

years of age) children's narratives exhibit an action/event knowledge of human 

experience. At this stage children understand human experience in terms of physical 

events and physical states linked in a simple sequence. During the period of middle 

childhood (6-10 years of age) children demonstrate an intentional understanding human 

action in terms of immediate feelings, thoughts, and goals. Finally, beginning at 

approximately 12 years of age, children exhibit an interpretive understanding of human 

action whereby they can take intentional states themselves as objects of inquiry and can 

explain these in terms of personal history and/or enduring 
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Table 1 

McKeough et al. 's (1996) Scheme for Coding Narrative T-units 

(1) Action or descriptive T-units: Action T-units describe physical movement (e.g., "Sue 
got up and got ready to go to school."), whereas descriptive T-units give information 
concerning settings or physical states and events transcribed by a copula verb (e.g., "July 
16 t h was the day" and "she was deaf"). 

(2) Intentional T-units refer to first-order mental states: They can be expressed in four 
ways: 

(a) Thoughts, needs, wishes, and plans that motivate action (e.g., "She then 
decided to do just that."). 

(b) A social judgement that is context-specific (e.g., "your (you're) doing all right 
for (as) a baseball player.") or describes a general social trait (e.g., "a nice boy"). 

(c) Affectively-laden verbs that describe emotion (e.g., "She was really scared"). 

(d) Actions or descriptions that suggest underlying mental states ('"Leave me 
alone!' she screamed." and "her cold shakey (shaky) hand."). 

(3) Interpretive T-units refer to second-order mental states that underlie first order mental 
states. They can be expressed in several ways: 

(a) Justification of a mental state or social judgement with a second mental state 
or judgement (e.g., "Joey loved pets (first-order mental state) because he knew 
they wouldn't make fun of him" (second-order mental state).). The initial clause, 
"Joey loved pets" would have been considered an intentional T-unit i f it had stood 
alone. However, with the addition of the underlying motivation "because he knew 
they wouldn't make fun of him" the entire sentence is categorized as one 
interpretive T-unit. 

(b) Reflection on (or taking a meta-position to) the psychological cause and effect 
of (i) affects (e.g., "On my way home I was really upset. Maybe I was really 
stupid coming here. I tried to stop a problem and all I did was create another 
one."), (ii) cognitions (e.g., "Joey hadn't realized that i f he had told them earlier it 
would have been much easier to face the facts.", and (iii) social situations (e.g., 
"But remember there are always those few kids that are left out of everything, are 
loners and don't really care what they do. In other words, they're different than 
everyone else.") 
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(c) Statements denoting self-understanding, self-knowledge, and self-questioning 
(e.g., "I was known to suck up to people. And now I know it's true. Whenever 
someone was mad at me I would always be the first to apologize. Even i f it wasn't 
my fault."). 

(d) Enduring psychological/social state or trait (e.g., "Teasing and nagging would 
always ring in his ears during the night."). 

(e) Psychological/social similes and metaphors (e.g., "So now it's like the whole 
world has closed up around me." and "The wall had started to build. Not a wall of 
concrete or stone but a mental wall that no one, except for Rachel herself, could 
move or tear down."). 

(f) Flashback and foreshadowing (e.g., "I thought about the first time I met her in 
grade one." and "that was one promise I wished I had kept."). 

(g) Paradoxical consequences or juxtaposed alternatives (e.g., "And poor Laurie. 
A n innocent girl who got what she did not deserve...Things like this sometimes 
happen. Too often though."). 

(h) Perspective taking (e.g., '"I am sixteen and mature enough to handle the 
responsibility of a vacation alone.' No. that would be no good it sounded too 
superior."). 
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psychological traits and states. She proposed that the tendency to take an interpretive 

meta-position to characters' intentions continues to increase between the ages 12 and 18 

years. 

Some of McKeough's colleagues also have reported findings that are consistent 

with this model. Martens (1994) investigated changes in moral reasoning in females 

between the ages of 9 and 13 years of age and found a developmental shift at age 12 

whereby there was much greater use of interpretive level thought about moral dilemmas. 

By 12-years of age, these girls placed an emphasis on such factors as long-term 

psychological consequences of actions, inferences about the characters' feelings (i.e., 

perspective taking), and on the character's personal history in their responses to moral 

dilemmas (Martens, 1994). 

Salter (1992) studied 10- to 18-year-olds' interpretations of family stories and 

reported developmental shifts in the types of reasoning used at 10-, 12- 14- and 18-years 

of age. At age 10, intentional reasoning was evident whereby story meaning was 

expressed in terms of basic mental states or concrete social rules and judgement. At age 

12 there was evidence of interpretive reasoning, whereby second-order reflections about 

the mental states or social rules were used. At age 14, alternative interpretations and 

more flexible applications of story messages were used and by 18 years of age, abstract 

generalizations about story messages were used. 

Research investigating social psychological content in narrative has consistently 

demonstrated a developmental movement from an early emphasis on physical actions and 

outcomes to a later emphasis on characters' internal social-psychological réponses, 

motivations, traits, and goals (e.g., Bamberg & Damrad-Frye, 1991; Martens, 1994; 
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McConaughy, Fitzhenry-Coor, and Howell, 1984; McKeough, 1992; 1996; Salter, 1992). 

These findings also may be linked with research in other areas that have also delineated 

developmental trends in the complexity of social understanding. 

The Relationship Between Social Cognition and Self-Knowledge 

Several researchers have identified important developmental tasks of middle and 

late childhood as being that of refining one's conception of what it is to be a person 

(Damon & Hart, 1982; Selman, 1980), as well as the development of social cognition 

(Harter, 1983). Social cognition has been broadly defined as "thinking about people 

(Hala, 1997, p. 3)" and "more specifically, it involves our attempts to make sense of 

human action in terms of factors such as how people think, perceive, infer, feel, react, and 

so on (Hala, 1997, p. 3)." 

Developmental researchers have postulated that children come into the world with 

an innate tendency towards socialization. For instance, infants respond to the human 

voice more than they do to other sounds and they display a preferential tendency for 

human and animate stimuli versus inanimate stimuli (Fernyhough, 1997). As children 

grow and develop, their thinking about people also changes. While a comprehensive 

discussion of the research findings in this area is beyond the scope of this paper, some 

directly relevant research findings about the development of the understanding of traits or 

dispositions will be discussed. 

The Development of Trait Knowledge 

Traits or dispositions assist us in predicting the likely actions of others over time 

and situation and also assist in differentiating a particular person's reactions from 

another's (Yuil l , 1997). Knowledge of such traits, therefore, allows individuals to more 
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effectively navigate their social landscapes. As such, an emphasis should be placed on 

research that investigates developmental changes in this knowledge with age. 

For instance, Livesley & Bromley (1973) required children from 7 to 15 years of 

age to "describe what sort of person" someone is. They found a clear age-related 

progression in the number and proportion of trait terms produced by children. Fifteen-

year-olds more often mentioned central statements concerning traits, habitual behaviour, 

motives, and attitudes whereas eight-year-olds' responses included more peripheral 

statements about appearance, activities, incidents, possessions, factual information, tastes, 

and social roles. The percentage of traits increased from about 4 to 15 percent in children 

from 8 through 15 years of age (Livesley & Bromley, 1973). Other researchers have also 

replicated these findings (Newman, 1991; Peevers & Secord, 1973). 

There has been tension in the general area of social cognitive research and theory 

between the roles played by cognitive and social factors. Research findings suggest that 

while cognitive development plays a crucial role, social and cultural influence also shape 

our understanding of traits. For instance, findings indicate that not all cultures seem to 

use traits to describe individuals. It has been suggested that our western focus on 

individual differences may serve as a catalyst in pushing children towards framing their 

understanding of persons in this way (Yuil l , 1997). For instance Miller 's (1984) research 

found that traditional Hindus in India described people in terms of the relationships 

between them rather than using trait terms that distinguish between individuals. Actions 

were explained with regard to social context rather than attributing behaviour to internal, 

personal qualities (Miller, 1984). 
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To date research in the area of psychological trait knowledge has not received 

much consideration in narrative research. However, it can be considered a central 

component in the study of social understanding, in general, and in the notion of a 

character construct, specifically. 

The Development of Self-Knowledge 

Relationships also have been found between the development of understanding of 

self and others. A connection has been established between self-recognition (mirror) and 

emerging theories of mind (Lewis, Sullivan, Stanger, & Weiss, 1989). Similarly, as with 

the development of increasing understanding of personality traits in others, the 

understanding of one's own traits as generally stable and resistant to change has been 

found to increase with age (Hala, 1997). Children's self-understanding has been found to 

progress along a developmental continuum from concrete, physicalistic, and situation-

specific views of the self to abstract, psychological, and trait-like self-definitions 

(McGee, 1996). As part of this development, by 18-24 months, children develop a notion 

of me, a being with stable attributes. They can recognize themselves in the mirror and in 

photographs. They begin to develop the capacity to categorize themselves along socially 

significant dimensions such as age and gender. Preschool-age children demonstrate the 

ability to describe themselves in extended concrete terms. They tend to focus on physical 

features, possessions, and activities they can perform in their self-descriptions. At around 

eight years of age, children acquire a more global sense of the self (Harter & Pike, 1984) 

and begin to describe themselves in terms of inner psychological attributes. Self-esteem, 

the evaluative component of self, also begins to stabilize at this age. Gradually, school-

aged children begin to understand that inner characteristics make a better self-



representation than physical characteristics or capacities. By adolescence, youth have 

developed an integrated and abstract notion of the self. With increasing cognitive 

sophistication and cultural experience, they are able to evaluate their own thoughts and 

behaviors critically, to analyze others' reactions to their behaviors, and can 

dimensionalize their psychological attributes relative to those of others (Shaffer, 1994). 

Views of Characterization 

One important venue that may be used as a vehicle in assessing and promoting 

students' levels of social understanding is through their use of characterization in their 

narratives. The term character can be used to describe "the fictional persons who carry 

out the action of a story", and "the moral and dispositional qualities of a fictional person 

in a story" (Kirkland & Davies, 1987, p. 255). These dispositional qualities may be 

revealed through dialogue, action, and descriptions (Kirkland & Davies, 1987). 

Characterization may be defined as a "method of presenting the special qualities 

or features of a character in a literary work" (Kirkland & Davies, 1987, p. 255). 

Basically, the short story either reveals character directly such as through the author's 

comments or indirectly through the character's speech, thoughts, and actions. Three 

principles of convincing characterization have been identified (Kirkland & Davies, 1987). 

These include 1 ) consistency - they must not behave one way on one occasion and a 

different way on another unless there is a clearly sufficient reason for the change; 

2) motivation - we must be able to understand the reasons for what they do; and 

3) plausibility - the character is life-like or realistic. Thus characters are not black and 

white; rather they are multi-faceted (Card, 1988; Kirkland & Davies, 1987; Kress, 1998). 
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Authors of fiction have written texts outlining the essential elements to consider 

in the development of characters. For instance, Card (1988) suggested that in order to 

develop a believable protagonist, one must consider the following aspects of character: 

actions, motives, past experiences, reputation, stereotypes, social network, habits, talents 

and abilities, tastes and preferences, and physical attributes. In keeping with Bruner's 

(1986) dual landscape notion, Kress (1998) revealed the importance of both external 

factors (e.g., physical characteristics, setting, occupation, and dialogue) and internal 

factors (e.g., thoughts, attitudes, dreams, and memories) in the development of strong and 

believable characters. 

Literary theorists also have studied characterization. While the literary 

prestructural view of character was that of a static element as opposed to the dynamic and 

unfolding progress of the plot, structuralists changed this idea making character an 

integral part of the development of the plot. For structuralists, narrative is working out of 

a set of linguistic rules (Polkinghorne, 1988). 

The structuralist view of character is that of a collection of verbal statements (i.e., 

physical appearance, thoughts, statements, feelings) that are loosely held together by a 

proper name. Todorov (1970) proposed to treat characters as proper names to which 

certain qualities are attached during the course of the narrative. In his view characters are 

not heroes, villains, or helpers they are simply subjects of a group of predicates which the 

reader adds up as he goes along. 

More recently, Phelan (1998) proposed that character is a "literary element 

composed of three components, the mimetic, thematic, and synthetic" (p. 3). The 

mimetic component refers to the authentic or real aspect of the character. The thematic 
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component refers to the representational aspect, while the synthetic component refers to 

the artificial or false aspect of character. He suggested that the mimetic and thematic 

components "may be more or less developed whereas the synthetic component, though 

always present, may be more or less foregrounded" (Phelan, 1998, p. 3). 

Culler (1975) privileged the synthetic (i.e., artificial) aspect of character and 

favored viewing characters as sets of predicates grouped under proper names. While 

structuralists acknowledge that the most intense and satisfying reading experiences may 

depend upon emotional involvement with characters, they believe that successful critical 

investigation of the structure and effects of a story, as a literary construct, precludes such 

involvement (Culler, 1975). 

Phelan (1998) used a rhetorical approach to narrative and stated that it is 

impossible to isolate character from the other aspects of narrative, claiming "the 

rhetorical transactions offered by sophisticated narratives have a complexity that many of 

our existing interpretive practices fail to recognize (Preface, p. x). Phelan distinguished 

between structuralist and rhetorical analysts suggesting that whereas structuralists remain 

suspicious of the emotional involvement that arises from viewing the character as a 

possible person, the mimetic analyst views that involvement as necessary, and even 

crucial, to the effect of the work. Whereas structuralists seek an objective view of the 

text, one which foregrounds text as construct, the mimetic analyst favors a rhetorical 

view, one which foregrounds text as communication between author and reader. 

He also discussed two types of audiences as being what Rabinowitz (1987) 

referred to as the authorial and narrative audiences. To participate in the illusion with the 

author or to "buy into" the character as real is what is referred to as narrative audience. 



38 

Authorial audience requires a "double consciousness" of the mimetic (i.e., real) and the 

synthetic (i.e., artificial) aspects of character, while the narrative audience requires 

awareness only of the mimetic aspect while the synthetic aspect is mentally placed aside 

(Phelan, 1988). 

Rosenblatt's (1938, 1969) transactional theory proposed that the meaning of a text 

was derived from the transaction between text and reader within a specific context. The 

notion of transaction refers to a back-and-forth, spiralling, continuously reciprocal 

influence on reader and text in the construction of meaning. Interestingly, this theory did 

not receive much attention when it was first published as this occurred at a time when 

literary theorists emphasized the text as holding determinate meaning (Farrell & Squire, 

1990). It is only within the last few decades that Rosenblatt's theory has received much 

acclaim. This followed a paradigm shift in the teaching of literature away from viewing 

the text as authority to a view that focuses on the reader's relationship with the text 

(Farrell & Squire, 1990). Rosenblatt differentiated between two opposing modes of 

experiencing a text. These she termed efferent, whereby readers are motivated by 

specific needs to acquire information, and the aesthetic, whereby readers are engaging 

with the text and experiencing their own lived-throughness (Rosenblatt, 1938; 1969). 

Rosenblatt's transactional theory of reader response, like Phelan's rhetoric 

approach, is consistent with the communication model of literary theory. Similar to the 

emphasis of the rhetoric approach on the mimetic, or real, aspect of character, the 

transactional model emphasizes an aesthetic response (Iser, 1978; Rosenblatt, 1938; 

1969) to character whereby students are involved with the characters in the story and 

making connections to their own lives. These approaches are in direct contrast to the 
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structuralist approach which favors an objective critical response to character, and 

emphasizes the synthetic, or artificial, aspect of character. 

Communication approaches view characters as potentially real people. This link 

to real-life thinking about others places an emphasis on students' social understanding, in 

general, as well as perspective-taking and social cognitive knowledge such as trait 

knowledge. One scoring scheme that has been developed that captures this dimension of 

social-psychological thought in character descriptions is that of Généreux (1998). His 

work is based upon McKeough's (1996) tripartite classification scheme and allows for 

classification of character descriptors. This scheme holds promise as a method of 

investigating the human element of characters that has been difficult to capture using 

previous methods. 

In 1998 Généreux extended McKeough's tripartite classification system in order 

to analyze character descriptors (see Table 2). His extension of this classification system 

categorizes narrative character descriptors as being either 1 ) physical/demographic, 

2) intentional, or 3) interpretive. Genereux's (1998) study investigated narrative 

understanding from late childhood through late adolescence. His study included 10-year-

olds, 12-year-olds, 14-year-olds, and 17-year olds and used both a narrative composition 

task as well as a narrative response task. The narrative composition task required 

students to write a story about someone who has a problem she or he would like to solve. 

The narrative response task involved reading a fictional story and completing four sub-

tasks, including summarizing the story, describing the main characters, generating 

morals, and answering several multiple-choice interpretation questions. 
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Consistent with McKeough's (1996) findings regarding narrative social-

psychological content, Généreux (1998) found that, with age, children's descriptions of 

characters progress from more physical/demographic descriptors to intentional 

descriptors to more interpretive descriptors. A developmental trend was found whereby 

there were increases in percentages of interpretive level character descriptors in the 

narrative composition task across the four age levels (2.2, 3.2, 5.2, and 6.2, respectively) 

and in the narrative response task (8.0, 18.7, 20.7, 34.1, respectively). This reflected 

increased levels of interpretive thought about characters with age. Similarly, in 

responding to multiple-choice test items, there was a trend for older students to select 

more of the interpretive level multiple-choice responses. Out of a possible score of 5, the 

mean scores for interpretive level responses for students across the four age levels ranged 

from 1.9, 3.0, 3.8 to 4.5, respectively. 

Educational Implications 

Alberta Learning (2001) has developed a program of studies for English 

Language Arts that has outlined particular concepts that should be mastered throughout a 

student's education. With increasing grade levels, greater expectations are placed on 

students' abilities to interpret characters. For instance, by grade 5 students are also 

expected to be able to "discuss the main characters' point of view and motivation". By 

grade 7 students are expected to be able to "discuss connections among plot and subplot, 

main and supporting characters, main idea and theme in a variety of texts" and to 

"identify and explain how narrative hooks, foreshadowing, flashback, suspense, and 

surprise endings contribute to the effectiveness of plot development." In grade 8, 

students are expected to be able to "identify and explain characters' qualities and 
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Table 2 

Coding Scheme for Narrative Character Descriptors 

Type Subtypes 

Physical/ 
Demographic 

* Physical appearance (attire could be counted as one descriptor) 
* Demographic information or category (including possessions) 

Age, nationality, where or when character lives or lived, 
type of being, socioeconomic status, etc. 
e.g., "the dog/game/car belongs to Joe", "She lived in 1932", 
"...had lived there his whole life", "lived in a large crowded city", 
man, girl, devil, dragon, person, dog, animal, human, bird, creature 

* Non-evaluative roles (occupation, relationship, etc.) 
e.g., son, father, priest, sorcerer, boss, welder, teacher, family, 
works in a factory, coach, teammate 

* Non-psychological behaviors (e.g., "She skis/plays tennis") 
* Non-psychological abilities (e.g., "He is a good skier/driver/athlete") 

Intentional 
* Evaluative social roles (e.g., friend, best friend, crony, enemy, lover) 

Endearing relationship labels: "my love", 'honey", "dear", etc. 
* Temporary psychological states (emotions, cognitions, desires) 

* Explicit (directly stated, including hunger, tiredness, etc.) 
want, need, yearning, wish, hope, have to, like, hate, 
love (unless enduring and significant), certain, sure, pain, 
felt sad/brave/alone/scared/hopeful/proud/great, thought, 
remembered, knew, understood, found herself, realize, 
meant, pictured, confused, concentrated, carefully, studied, 
waited, learned, pretended, ignored 
* Coded as 2 descriptors: 

"I think I know...", "He wanted to know..." 
* Implicit (inferable from outward behavior - e.g., smile, frown) 

Exclamatory terms: wow!, ow!, yikes!, look out!, etc. 
Acts: screamed, ran away, cried, paced silently, walked 
hand-in-hand, kissed, cuddled up, saying "thanks", etc. 

* Specific psychological/social behaviours (e.g., "talks to strangers", 
"teases Fred", "won't go into a boat without an adult") 
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* Specific psychological/social abilities or knowledge (e.g., "good at 
math") 
* Specific psychological/social attitudes or beliefs (e.g., "believes that 
abortion is unacceptable") 

* Including global likes and dislikes (e.g., "I like him", "she 
doesn't like me") 

* General, undifferentiated traits (e.g., mean, nice, bad, good, geek, 
nerd, great, evil) 
* Overall popularity 

Interpretive 
* Enduring psychological states (emotions, cognitions, desires) 

E.g., enduring depression, guilt, anxiety, sorrow, resentment, 
jealousy, love, a recurrent memory, dream, nightmare, desire, wish 

* General psychological/social behaviours (e.g., talkative) 
E.g., talkative, always takes risks, usually acts without thinking, 
lies regularly 

* General psychological/social abilities 
E.g., smart, socially skilled, good leadership skills, good problem 
solver 

* General psychological/social attitudes or beliefs 
E.g., racist, believes in principle of fairness, thinks life is worth 
living no matter what, thinks she can do anything 

* Personality traits 
E.g., introverted, insensitive, responsible, selfish, ferocious, has 
charisma, is a bully, a hero, a ladies' man 

* Differentiated general traits (e.g., shy when in a large group but 
extroverted with friends) 
* Conflicting/dialectical personality traits 
* Explicit explanation/interpretation of traits (e.g., in terms of past history) 
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motivations, by considering their words and actions, their interactions with other 

characters and the author's or narrator's perspective". In grade 9 students are expected to 

"compare the development of character, plot, and theme in two texts" and to "evaluate 

the effectiveness of texts, considering the believability of plot and setting, the credibility 

of characters, and the development and resolution of conflict" (Alberta Learning, 2001). 

A primary goal of educational research should be to assist in shaping curriculum 

by providing a research base for the goals of the English Language Arts curriculum. In 

addition to the reliance on best practice and the intuitive knowledge of experienced 

teachers regarding students' development, curriculum goals should be founded in 

educational research as well as empirical findings from the field of developmental 

psychology. Such research can lend further support to the English Language Arts 

curriculum and can provide teachers with sound evidence for what should be taught and 

why particular concepts should be taught at specific points throughout students education. 

Teachers fulfill a role, not only as educators, but also as a primary socializing 

agent in the lives of their students. Based on the number of hours per week teachers 

spend with their students, they are second only to parents and family members in the 

amount of time spent with them. The teaching of characterization affords a great 

opportunity for educators to link understanding of characters with real-life social 

understanding and thus assist in children's advances in social, as well as cognitive and 

academic, development. 

The parallels between general narrative complexity and character complexity 

provide an opportunity to study the development of both children's levels of cognitive 

development, in general, and, more specifically, their levels of social cognition, through 



narrative. Children's use of characterization in their narratives provides one way of 

investigating their concept of "other" and social relationships. 

Rationale for and Aims of the Current Research 

The purpose of the current research is to describe the progression of the concept 

of characterization from late childhood through mid-adolescence (i.e., from 10 to 16 

years of age). The inclusion of both fictional and non-fictional narratives wil l provide 

some generalizability across the English Language Arts curriculum, potentially offering 

understanding of how students at different ages think about and understand characters. It 

may also assist in providing generalizability, at least in part, to other content domains in 

the curriculum (e.g., history, family studies, etc.) as well as to "real life" thinking about 

others. 

Findings could potentially provide educators with information about how best to 

present characterization to students at different ages and about what types of information 

are most relevant at these ages. Such information could also assist in determining what 

types of questions should be asked in order to stimulate further cognitive activity about 

characters. 

The goal of the present study was to extend the understanding of the development 

of social-psychological content of narrative thought from late childhood through mid-

adolescence. More specifically, the development of the concept of characterization was 

of interest. To enhance reliability and generalizability of the findings, three main tasks 

were used in the study including a narrative composition task and two narrative response 

tasks, involving two literary genres (i.e., fiction and non-fiction). For each of the main 

tasks, multiple measures were included. 
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To summarize the narrative composition tasks, participants completed a 

narrative composition task requiring them to write a fictional story centering around a 

main character, a character description subtask about the main character, and answered 

questions requiring them to reflect upon where they get their ideas for characters. 

For both narrative response tasks, participants first completed character 

description subtasks about the two main characters in the stories. Next they answered 

sets of questions requiring them to provide examples of dialogue, actions, and mental 

states (i.e., thoughts/feelings) by the two main characters in the stories and then answered 

questions about what this tells the reader about the characters. Finally, participants 

completed multiple-choice interpretation questions centered around characterization. 

Research Hypotheses 

Main Hypothesis 

It was predicted that significant developmental changes in the level of social-

psychological thought by Grade 4 students (10-year-olds), Grade 7 students (13-year-

olds), and Grade 10 students (16-year-olds) would be evidenced in both the composition 

(i.e., in their own narratives) and understanding (i.e., in fictional and non-fictional 

narratives that they read) of characters in narratives. As children become older, and thus 

cognitive capacity increases, their use of character in stories should become more 

complex and elaborate, demonstrating a more complex concept of characterization. 

With age, it was predicted that there would be a significantly higher percentage of 

"interpretive" thought about characters. A significantly higher percentage of character 

descriptions by 16-year-olds would be interpretive than those of 13-year-olds, while a 



significantly higher percentage of character descriptions by 13-year-olds would be 

interpretive than those of 10-year-olds. 

Task-Specific Hypotheses 

It was hypothesized that, with age, a greater percentage of interpretive character 

descriptors would be evident in the students' narratives. It was also hypothesized that, 

with age, a greater percentage of interpretive character descriptors would be evident in 

the student's character descriptions of the main character in their fictional narratives. 

Similarly, for the fictional and non-fictional narrative response tasks, it was 

hypothesized that, with age, a greater percentage of interpretive character descriptors 

would be evident in the student's character descriptions. For the subtasks requiring 

students to provide examples of dialogue, actions, and thoughts/feelings used by the 

characters no prediction was made about the ability of children across the three grade 

levels to identify appropriate examples of dialogue, actions, and mental states. However 

for the second part of these tasks requiring responses about what this tells the reader 

about the characters, it was predicted that with age participants' explanations for "what 

this tells us" about the character and "why" would evidence greater levels of interpretive 

level thought. Finally for the multiple-choice subtasks for both narrative response tasks, 

it was predicted that with age students would select greater numbers of responses 

containing interpretive level thought. 
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Chapter Three: Method 

Design Overview 

To address the previously outlined research hypotheses, a cross-sectional study of 

narrative development, with a specific focus on the development of the concept of 

characterization, was conducted. Three age levels (i.e., 10 years, 13 years, and 

16 years) were selected that correspond to McKeough's (1996) levels of narrative 

development. In order to examine cross-task variability in narrative thought, participants 

were asked to complete two major types of narrative tasks - narrative composition and 

narrative response tasks. In order to investigate students' use of characterization, a 

narrative composition task was selected that would tap the social-psychological 

dimension of narrative thought about characters. That is, social-psychological content 

(i.e., intentional versus interpretive content of narrative thought) was investigated. In 

addition, cross-task variability in narrative thought was investigated by using narrative 

response tasks involving two literary narrative genres, fiction and non-fiction. In order to 

enhance the reliability and generalizability of the findings, as well as to triangulate the 

data (Denzin, 1978) determining areas of convergence (i.e., how the results are similar) 

and divergence (i.e., how the results differ), multiple measures were used to assess 

performance across tasks and content domains.1 

Participants 

A total of 68 participants were included in the study, distributed across 3 

grade/age levels as follows: 28 Grade 4 students (10-year-olds), 21 Grade 7 students 

1 Triangulation refers to using multiple sets of data, analyses, researchers, and/or theoretical perspectives to 
study a particular phenomenon. 



(13-year-olds), and 19 Grade 10 students (16-year-olds) (See Table 3). These students 

were selected from middle-class schools within a major school board in a large urban 

setting in Western Canada. 

Because this study represented an initial attempt to document development in the 

domain of characterization, average functioning participants were chosen as the sample. 

Criteria for inclusion in the study were as follows: 1) nomination by the classroom 

teacher as performing within the average range in English Language Arts , 

2) Provincial Achievement Test results within the "Acceptable" range for English 

Language Arts, 3) no formal identification of special education needs [i.e., were not 

coded as, for example, E S L (i.e., English as a Second Language), Gifted, or Learning 

Disabled]. 

Tasks - Description and Scoring 

Students participated in two main narrative tasks, I) narrative composition and 

II) narrative response A) fictional and B) non-fictional, each of which had three sub-

tasks. A l l tasks are listed in Table 4 and more detailed task descriptions and scoring 

procedures are outlined below. 

I. Narrative Composition Task 

a) Fictional composition subtask. 

Students were asked to write a fictional narrative using McKeough's (1992a; 

1992b; 1996) instructions: "Write a story about someone who has a problem he or she 

wants to solve." This prompt was chosen as it has previously been found to elicit well-

formed goal-directed narratives and revealed developmental differences (McKeough 

2 Middle-class schools were chosen to control for children's literacy experiences. 
' Average students were chosen so as to control for children's ability levels. 
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Table 3 

Number of Participants Broken Down by Age Level and Gender 

Gender 

Age Level Male Female 

10 Years 12 16 
{mean age = 10-0) 
(age range: 9-3 to 10-6) 

13 Years 6 15 
(mean age - 12-11) 
(age range: 12-4 to 13-5) 

16 Years 10 9 
(mean age = 16-0) 
(age range: 15-7 to 16-8) 
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Table 4 

Narrative Tasks Used in the Study 

I) Narrative Composition Task 

a) Fictional composition subtask 

b) Character description subtask (main character) 

c) Reflections on ideas for characters 

II) Narrative Response Task: (A) Fictional (Man and the Fountain story) 

i) Character description subtask a) man and b) boy 

ii) Identification of characters' dialogue, actions, and mental states 

iii) Multiple-choice test item subtask 

II) Narrative Response Task: (B) Non-fictional (Louis Braille story) 

i) Character description subtask a) Louis Braille and b) Captain Barbier 

ii) Identification of characters' dialogue, actions, and mental states 

iii) Multiple-choice test item subtask 
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1992a; 1992b, 1996). In addition, because the focus of the present study was on 

characterization, students were asked to: "Before you begin, take a few minutes to think 

about what type of main character you would like your story to be about. Be sure to 

make this character as life-like as possible". 

To score the protocols, character descriptors used in the students' narratives were 

first identified and then scored using Genereux's (1998) tripartite classification system 

(Table 2). Percentages of physical/demographic, intentional, and interpretive character 

descriptors were then calculated. 

b) Character description subtask. 

Brief character descriptions have been used previously as measures of social-

psychological understanding and development by personal construct researchers, such as, 

O'Keefe and Sypher (1981). Their research investigating the adequacy of several 

commonly used cognitive complexity measures indicated that only one, Crockett's 

(1965) Role Category Questionnaire (RCQ), was satisfactory on the five criteria of 

interest. These criteria included high test-retest reliability, association with chronological 

age across childhood and adolescence, independence from intelligence and verbal 

abilities, association with other indices of developed social cognition, and association 

with measures of developed communicative functioning (O'Keefe & Sypher, 1981). 

After completing their stories, (i.e., subtask la) above) students were asked to 

describe their main character. The following specific instructions were given: "Think 

about the main character in your story. Describe this character as fully as you can. Tell 

me as much as possible about this character. You have 10 minutes to write your 

description". 
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A l l character descriptors were scored for their social-psychological content 

developmental level according to Généreux's (1998) scoring scheme described 

previously (Table 2). Percentages of physical/demographic, intentional, and interpretive 

character descriptors were calculated. 

c) Reflections on ideas for characters. 

After completion of the fictional narratives and the character description subtask, 

participants were asked to answer the following questions in written form: 

i) Where do you get your ideas about characters for stories? 

ii) What are the most important things to think about in creating your character/s? 

iii) In your opinion, how important is the character to the story as a whole? 

To score the protocols, responses for each of the first two questions were initially 

reviewed in order to determine the themes that emerged. Tallies were then made for each 

age group according to the themes represented by their responses. Finally, percentages of 

responses for each theme were calculated based on the number of students in that age 

group who mentioned that response (out of the total number of responses for that age 

group). It is important to note that some students gave several responses to one question, 

while others gave only one response. Therefore percentages do not equal 100%. For the 

third question, responses were categorized dichotomously according to whether or not the 

participant indicated that s/he considered characters to be important to the story as a 

whole. The percentage of participants at each grade level who indicated that they 

considered character to be important to the story was then calculated. 
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II. Narrative Response Task -A) Fictional (Man and the Fountain) 

Stimulus story. For this task, participants were asked to read a short story entitled, 

The Man by the Fountain4, written by George Hebbelinck (Purves, 1973; See Appendix 

B). This story was selected for several reasons, including: it has been used in previous 

research on literature education (Purves, 1973) as well as in narrative development, it has 

previously been found to be straight-forward and easily understood by young readers, and 

its structure is rich in potential meanings, allowing for interpretation in different ways 

from each of the main characters' perspectives (Généreux, 1998). 

i) Character description subtask. To analyze the students' understanding of the 

characters, they were asked to describe each of the two main characters in the story, in 

turn, with 5 minutes being allowed for describing each character. Following Généreux 

(1998), the precise instructions were as follows: "Think about the man in the story, John 

Deweck. Describe him as fully as you can. Tell me as much as possible about him. You 

have 5 minutes to write your description." and then "Think about the boy in the story. 

Describe him as fully as you can. Tell me as much as possible about him. You have 5 

minutes to write your description". 

Character descriptors for the a) man and b) boy characters were each scored for 

the developmental level of social-psychological content (See Table 2). Percentages of 

physical/demographic, intentional, and interpretive character descriptors were calculated. 

4 Initially a female version of this story was to be used so as to avoid any confounding effect of gender of 
the story characters. In order to ensure comprehension of the story by all children, however, it was 
necessary to allow the students to listen to an audiotaped version of the story while they also read along 
with it. With the addition of this method of presentation of the story, use of the "female" version would 
have necessitated disrupting the class by separating the males and females so that each group could listen to 
their corresponding version of the story. It was this examiner's goal to make the research part of the regular 
classroom requirements and to avoid, as much as possible, any unnecessary disruption to class time and 
schedule. It was decided that ensuring comprehension was more important than providing gender 
consistent story characters, therefore only the original version of the story was used. 
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ii) Identification of characters ' dialogue, actions, mental states. 

Kirkland and Davies (1987) specified that writers can reveal information about 

characters directly, through the author's comments, and indirectly, through the 

characters' speech, thoughts, and actions. The ways in which writers relay information 

about characters through their dialogue, actions, and thoughts/feelings has been used to 

investigate narrative understanding of normal and aggressive boys (Howard, 1993). For 

purposes of this study, the ways in which knowledge about characters is revealed through 

dialogue, actions, and mental states (i.e., thoughts/feelings) were used to investigate 

developmental differences. 

Participants were asked to complete 6 sets of questions requiring them to go back 

through the story and to locate and record examples of how the author used 1) dialogue 

(i.e., what the characters said), 2) actions (i.e., what the characters did), and 3) mental 

states (i.e., what the characters thought or felt) to inform the reader about, or to let the 

reader "get to know" the two characters, the old man and the boy. 

The dialogue questions for the Man and the Fountain characters were as follows: 

1. This story has 2 main characters — the old man and the boy. One way that authors let 

their readers get to know the story characters is through dialogue — what the characters 

say to each other, a) What was one statement made by the old man that showed his 

personality or character traits — what he was like? Look back within the story to find and 

copy one statement and answer the questions that follow. 

What did this show about the old man? 

Why do you think this statement showed that? 
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b) What was one statement made by the boy that showed his personality or character 

traits — what he was like? Look back within the story to find and copy one statement and 

answer the questions that follow. 

What did this show about the boy? 

Why do you think this statement showed that? 

The questions requiring examples of action were as follows: 

2. Another way that authors let their readers get to know the story characters is through 

action— what the characters did. 

a) What is one action by the old man that showed his personality or character traits — 

what he was like? Look back within the story and find and copy one action by the old 

man. 

What did this show about the old man? 

Why do you think this action showed that? 

b) What is one action by the boy that showed his personality or character traits — what 

he was like? Look back within the story and find and copy one action by the boy. 

What did this show about the boy? 

Why do you think this action showed that? 

The questions about mental states of the characters were as follows: 

3. Yet another way that authors let their readers get to know the story characters is 

through their thoughts and feelings — what went through the characters' minds and how  

they felt throughout the story. 



a) What is one thought or feeling the old man had that showed his personality or 

character traits — what he was like? Look back within the story and find and copy one 

thought or feeling the old man had. 

What did this show about the old man? 

Why do you think this thought or feeling showed that? 

b) What is one thought or feeling the boy had that showed his personality or character 

traits — what he was like? Look back within the story and find and copy one thought or 

feeling the boy had. 

What did this show about the boy? 

Why do you think this thought or feeling showed that? 

This task required a multi-step scoring procedure. For the initial portion of each 

question, a score of either 0 (incorrect) or 1 (correct) was assigned based upon whether 

the student provided an appropriate example of dialogue, action, or a mental state by the 

character of interest. The goal was to determine whether students across the three grade 

levels were able to find appropriate examples of characters' dialogue, actions, and mental 

states from the story. There was no prediction as to whether any of these tasks would be 

more or less difficult for students across the three grades. 

The second portion of each question the task required students to describe a) what 

this (statement/action/thought or feeling) showed about the character (i.e., old man or 

boy) and b) why they thought this (statement/action/thought or feeling) showed that. 

These responses were scored according to the developmental level of social-

psychological thought as either 1 (physical/demographic), 2 (intentional), or 
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3 (interpretive). While each of the two responses were assigned scores between 1 and 3, 

it was decided that an overall score, based on the highest level response that was provided 

over the two questions combined, would be used for the analysis.5 

Each participant received a total of six scores for this task. To illustrate the 

scoring procedure, initial scores (i.e., correct example) for dialogue across the two 

characters (i.e., man and boy) were combined to create a total score for the first variable 

referred to as number correct for dialogue. The possible range for this score was 0-2. (If 

an appropriate example of dialogue was provided for each character, the participant 

received a total score of 2 on this variable). Next a total score was calculated for the 

social-psychological level of the responses for dialogue, based on the overall scores for 

the two dialogue questions (i.e., across the two characters). This second variable was the 

dialogue level. The possible range for this score was 2-6. [The scoring scheme ranges 

from 1 to 3 (i.e., the lowest is level 1- physical/demographic and the highest is level 3 -

interpretive) and dialogue scores were combined across the two characters.] This same 

procedure was followed to determine scores for variables referred to as 3) number 

correct for action (range = 0 - 2), 4) action level (range = 2-6), 5) number correct for 

mental states (range = 0 - 2), and 6) mental states level (range = 2 -6). 

iii) Multiple-choice test item subtask. Participants were asked to complete a set of 

six multiple-choice questions about the story by choosing what they believed to be the 

best answer for each question. These questions were developed and used in order to 

provide further information about the ability of the students to comprehend and interpret 

5 The purpose of the second question was to encourage the participants to reflect upon their initial response. 
In many cases, however, students merely repeated their initial response for the second question. This 
scoring procedure was used because giving credit for each response did not consistently present a clear 
picture of participants' levels of performance. 
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characters in narratives. Two of Généreux's (1998) questions were used for this task. In 

addition, four new questions were developed for this study (See Appendix C). The 

procedure involved composing multiple-choice questions that target characterization. For 

each question, four possible responses were created. One response was developed that 

would be scored as interpretive level thought and deemed to be the "best" answer to the 

question. Another response was designed that would be an appropriate response but that 

would be scored as an intentional level response. Two other responses were developed 

that were deemed to be incorrect responses. These were piloted and modified as seemed 

appropriate. Correct responses were corroborated by having four high school English 

Language Arts teachers read the story and completed the multiple-choice questions. 

Participants were assigned a value between 0 and 6 based on the total number of 

interpretive level multiple-choice test item responses they chose. A sample multiple-

choice question with the interpretive level response item italicized and underlined, and 

the intentional level response underlined, follows. 

3. Why did John Deweck take the boy to the police station? 

a. He knew he had to trick the boy because the boy wouldn't go on his own. 

b. He realized that he had a responsibility as an adult. 

c. He thought he might get a reward from the boy's parents. 

d. He is a liar. 

II. Narrative Response Task B) Non-fictional (Louis Braille) 

Students were asked to read a non-fictional narrative, Louis Braille: The boy who 

invented books for the blind (Davidson, 2000) (See Appendix D) and then to complete 

three subtasks that parallel those used for the fictional narrative, including: i) describing 



the main character, a) Louis, and the minor character, b) Captain Barbier; ii) identifying 

examples of how the author uses dialogue, actions, and mental states (i.e., 

thoughts/feelings) to inform us about the characters, and iii) answering a set of seven 

multiple-choice interpretation questions (See Appendix E). 

Stimulus story. This passage was selected from a Grade 4 text book (SRA Open 

Court Reading, 2000) but was transcribed and presented without pictures so that its 

appearance/presentation was appropriate for the older students. While readability level 

was considered appropriate for a grade 4 text, the content (i.e., a non-fictional narrative 

about Louis Braille and the development of braille for the blind) and interest level is 

appropriate even for adults). Unlike the fictional narrative, this story has not been used 

previously in narrative research. 

i) Character description subtask. As with the previous fictional narrative task, 

participants were asked to describe the main character, Louis Braille, and the minor 

character, Captain Barbier, with 5 minutes being allowed for describing each character. 

Following Généreux (1998), the instructions were as follows: "Think about the boy in 

the story, Louis Braille. Describe him as fully as you can. Tell me as much as possible 

about him. You have 5 minutes to write your description." Next students were asked to 

"Think about the man in the story, Captain Barbier. Describe him as fully as you can. 

Tell me as much as possible about him. You have 5 minutes to write your description." 

Character descriptors for Louis Braille and Captain Barbier were each scored for 

their social-psychological content (See Table 2). Percentages of physical/demographic, 

intentional, and interpretive character descriptors were calculated. 
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ii) Identification of characters ' dialogue, actions, thoughts/feelings. As with the 

fictional narrative task, participants were asked to complete six sets of questions 

requiring them to go back through the story and to locate and record examples of how the 

author used dialogue, actions, and mental states to inform the reader about the two 

characters, Louis Braille and Captain Barbier. These questions parallel those used for the 

fictional narrative response task. Participants responded first to the questions about 

dialogue used by Louis Braille and Captain Barbier. Next students answered the 

questions pertaining to actions used by Louis Braille and Captain Barbier. Finally, 

participants answered the questions regarding the mental states of the two characters. 

The same multi-step scoring system used for the fictional narrative was used for this task. 

Hi) Multiple-choice test item subtask. Participants were asked to complete a set 

of seven multiple-choice questions (See Appendix F) about the Louis Braille story by 

choosing what they believed to be the best answer for each question. These questions 

were all developed for this study and used in order to provide further information about 

the ability of the students to comprehend and interpret characters in narratives. As with 

the multiple- choice task for the fictional narrative, the questions were designed to tap 

characterization and the same procedure was used. Participants were assigned a value 

between 0 and 7 based on the total number of interpretive level multiple-choice item 

responses they chose. A sample multiple-choice test question with the interpretive level 

response item italicized and underlined, and the intentional level response underlined, 

follows. 

3. Louis "was almost whispering now" while speaking with the Captain because... 

a. He realized he wouldn't set any help from Captain Barbier. 
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b. He was losing his voice because he had been talking so much. 

c. He didn't want anyone else to hear about his great ideas. 

d. He was afraid of Captain Barbier. 

Procedure 

Prior to the study, the narrative response tasks (parts IIAii and i i i and IIBii and iii) 

were piloted with students of each age level in order to determine the appropriate amount 

of time required for completion. Students were asked to read each of the two stimulus 

stories and to complete the questions requiring them to find examples of dialogue, 

actions, and mental states of the characters as well as the multiple-choice test items. 

Initially two sixteen-year-olds completed the tasks. The initial version of task ii) 

(dialogue, actions, mental states) was shortened as a result of this pilot, as the tasks took a 

long time to complete and were deemed to require too much writing for the younger 

students. Whereas initially two examples each of dialogue, actions, and mental states for 

each character were to be required, this was modified so as to require only one of each 

type of example per character. Next 10- and 13-year-old students completed the 

shortened versions of the tasks requiring them to identify examples of characters' 

dialogue, actions, and mental states as well as the two sets of multiple-choice items. Also 

the wording of a few multiple-choice test items was modified slightly. Throughout the 

pilot period and the entire data collection process, the researcher presented the 

instructions and was available for any questions while the participants were completing 

the tasks in order to ensure that each class received the same instructions and the same 

amount of time for each task. 
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After permission was obtained to conduct the study within the school board, and 

individual school approval was obtained from the principals, classroom teachers (Grade 

4) and/or English Language Arts teachers (Grades 7 and 10) were approached and the 

study was described to them. It was suggested that i f they were interested in having their 

students participate, the narrative tasks could be used as part of their regular class 

requirements, so as to maximize available instructional time. That is, teachers asked their 

students to participate in the tasks outlined below as part of their regular class 

requirements and their work was subsequently graded by the teachers as they saw fit. 

However, only the data of the students who had agreed to allow their responses to be 

used for the study, and whose parents had consented to the use of their children's data for 

the study, were read and analyzed by the examiner6. 

A verbal explanation of the research project was provided to the students (See 

Appendix F) on the day that the researcher passed out "Letters of Information" (See 

Appendix G) and "Consent for Research Participation" forms" (See Appendix H) to take 

home to their parents. Within ten days the research project was initiated. 

On the first day of the study participants were provided with one class period (i.e., 

50 minutes) to complete the narrative composition task. During the second day of data 

collection, another 50-minute class period was provided for participants to edit/revise 

their stories (25 minutes) and to complete the character description subtask (10 minutes) 

and questions tapping their reflections on ideas for characters (15 minutes). On day three 

of the study participants were provided with a written copy of the Man by the Fountain 

(stimulus story) and listened to the audiotaped version of the story (10 minutes). They 

6 Additionally, only the data for the students who met the three previously outlined criteria was included in 
the main findings for the study. 
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were then asked to complete the character descriptor subtask (i.e., describing first the 

man (5 minutes) and then the boy (5 minutes), the questions requiring them to identify 

examples of dialogue, action, and thoughts/feelings (15-20 minutes) and the multiple-

choice questions pertaining to the Man and the Fountain story (5-10 minutes). Finally on 

the fourth and final day of data collection, the format was similar to the third day. 

Participants were provided with a written copy of the Louis Braille story and listened to 

an audiotaped version of this stimulus story (10 minutes). They then completed the 

character description subtask requiring them to first describe the boy, Louis Braille (5 

minutes), and then the man, Captain Barbier, (5 minutes). They then completed the 

questions requiring them to identify examples of dialogue, actions, and thoughts/feelings 

(15-20 minutes) and multiple-choice questions pertaining to the Louis Braille story (5-10 

minutes). A summary of the narrative measures collected for this study may be found in 

Table 5. 

In order to establish an indication of inter-rater reliability for the current study, 

20% of the responses for the narrative compositions, the five character description 

subtasks, and the two subtasks requiring identification of characters' dialogue, actions, 

and mental states (i.e., thoughts/feelings) also were scored independently by a second 

rater. Results of these analyses are presented in chapter four following the results of the 

statistical analyses for each task. 

In order to ensure comparability of the two narrative response stimulus stories, the 

two stories were first parsed into t-units and these were categorized for social-

psychological content based on McKeough's (1996) scoring scheme (Table 1). As can be 

seen in Table 6, the Louis Braille story was somewhat longer, thus having more t-units 
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(241) as compared to the Man and the Fountain story (145). The Louis Braille also had a 

slightly higher percentage of interpretive level t-units (6.2%) than the Man and the 

Fountain story (4.8%). However, overall percentages of level 1 - action/descriptive, level 

2 - intentional, and level 3 - interpretive t-units were quite comparable. 
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Table 5 

Summary of Narrative Measures Collected in the Study 

I. Narrative Composition Task 

a) Percentage interpretive character descriptors in fictional composition 
b) Percentage interpretive character descriptors in character description subtask 
c) Responses to questions regarding ideas for characters - descriptive analyses 

II. Narrative Response Task A) Fictional (Man and the Fountain) 

i) Character Description Subtask 
a) Percentage interpretive character descriptors for man 
b) Percentage interpretive character descriptors for boy 

ii) Identification of Characters' Dialogue, Actions, and Mental States 
a) Correct examples of dialogue (0-2) 
b) Dialogue level (2-6) 
c) Correct examples of actions (0-2) 
d) Action level (2-6) 
e) Correct examples of mental states (0-2) 
f) Mental states level (2-6) 

iii) Multiple-choice Subtask 

a) Number of interpretive responses chosen (0-6) 

II. Narrative Response Task B) Non-fictional (Louis Braille) 

i) Character Description Subtask 
a) Percentage interpretive character descriptors for Louis Braille 
b) Percentage interpretive character descriptors for Captain Barbier 

ii) Identification of Characters' Dialogue, Actions, and Mental States 
a) Correct examples of dialogue (0-2) 
b) Dialogue level (2-6) 
c) Correct examples of actions (0-2) 
d) Action level (2-6) 
e) Correct examples of mental states (0-2) 
f) Mental states level (2-6) 

iii) Multiple-choice Subtask 
a) Number of interpretive responses chosen (0 and 7) 
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Table 6 

T-unit Analyses of Narrative Response Stimulus Stories 

Louis Braille 

38.1 (92/241) 

55.6 (134/241) 

6.2(15/241) 

Man by the Fountain 

Level One - Action/Descriptive 38.6 (56/145) 

Level Two - Intentional 56.5 (82/145) 

Level Three - Interpretive 4.8 (7/145) 

Depicted are percentages and the number of t-units scored at that level out of the total number of t-units. 
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Chapter Four: Results 

In this chapter the results of the statistical analyses conducted will be presented to 

determine whether or not there was support for the hypotheses outlined in Chapter Two. 

To review, the general prediction was that there would be differences in performance 

among students at different grade levels across the various narrative tasks, with Grade 10 

students (16-year-olds) outperforming Grade 7 students (13-year-olds), who in turn 

would outperform Grade 4 students (10-year-olds). 

One-way A N O V A s were conducted to analyze whether differences existed 

among grade levels in the percentage of interpretive level character descriptors in the 

following tasks: la) narrative composition task, lb) character description subtask for the 

main character, IIAi) character description subtask - a) man and b) boy (Man and the 

Fountain story), and IIBi) character description subtask -a) Louis Braille and b) Captain 

Barbier (Louis Braille story). Where differences existed, post-hoc analyses were 

conducted using the Student-Newman-Keuls test to determine specifically which grade 

levels were different from one another. 

One-way A N O V A s and post-hoc analyses using the Student-Newman-Keuls test 

were also conducted to analyze differences among grade levels in the number of 

interpretive multiple-choice responses selected for the IIAiii) multiple-choice subtask 

(Man and the Fountain) and the IIBiii) multiple-choice subtask (Louis Braille). Two-way 

A N O V A s (one between subjects and one within subjects factor) were conducted for the 

identification of characters' dialogue, actions, and mental states for the two narrative 

response tasks (IIAii and IIBii). Descriptive statistics (i.e., means and standard 

deviations) for each task are presented in Table 7. 
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Table 7 

Grade/Age and Performance on the Narrative Measures 

Means and Standard Deviations 

Measure Grade 4 Grade 7 Grade 10 
(N. = 28) (N = 21) (N=19) 

I) Narrative Composition Task 
a) Percentage interpretive character 2.5 (3.4) 6.0 (4.9) 14.3 (9.5) 
descriptors in narratives 

b) Percentage interpretive character 9.3 (22.0) 20.4(18.7) 46.1 (23.4) 
descriptors in character description subtask 

II) Narrative Response Task - A) Fictional 
i) a) Percentage interpretive character 22.4(18.1) 46.9(27.9) 56.2(19.2) 
descriptors for "man" 

b) Percentage interpretive character 8.1 (16.5) 24.1 (24.5) 58.8 (24.2) 
descriptors for "boy" 

ii) Level of social-psychological 4.8 (0.88) 5.2 (0.88) 5.4 (0.76) 
thought combined across dialogue, action, 
and mental states (range = 2-6) 

iii) Number of interpretive multiple- 2.1(1.2) 2.5 (1.3) 4.4 (1.3) 
choice test item responses (range = 0-6) 

II) Narrative Response Task - B) Non-fictional 
i) a) Percentage interpretive character 23.9 (30.4) 46.2 (31.6) 64.8 (25.0) 
descriptors for "Louis Braille" character 

b) Percentage interpretive character 14.0(19.2) 41.3 (32.4) 67.7 (27.7) 
descriptors for "Captain Barbier" character 

ii) Level of social-psychological 4.5 (0.91) 4.9(1.00) 5.5 (0.62) 
thought combined across dialogue, action, 
and mental states (range = 2-6) 

iii) Number of interpretive multiple- 4.3(1.3) 4.7(1.1) 4.4(1.1) 
choice test item responses (range = 0-7) 
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Descriptive analyses were used to summarize the data collected regarding the 

questions about where participants get their ideas for characters, what the most important 

things are to think about in creating characters, and how important the character is to the 

story as a whole. 

I. Fictional Narrative Composition Task 

a) Character Descriptors in Fictional Narratives 

Character descriptors within the students' fictional narratives were identified and 

scored for level of social-psychological content as being level 1 - physical/demographic 

descriptors, level 2 - intentional descriptors, or level 3 - interpretive descriptors (See 

Table 2). With age, students' character descriptors were predicted to be more interpretive 

in nature, reflecting understanding of more enduring psychological qualities. A 

prototypic example of a fictional narrative by a Grade 4 student with all of the character 

descriptors identified and scored follows. 7 Level 1 - physical/demographic descriptors 

are italicized, level 2 - intentional descriptors are underlined, and level 3 - interpretive 

descriptors are both italicized and underlined. These methods of illustration wil l also be 

used for the character description subtasks described below. This narrative contains a 

total of 29 character descriptors of which 11 (38%) were categorized as being level 1 -

physical/demographic, 17 (59%) were categorized as being level 2 - intentional, and 1 

(3%) was categorized as being level 3 - interpretive. The mean number of interpretive 

character descriptors identified in the narratives for Grade 4 students was 2.5% (SD = 

3.4), whereas the means for Grades 7 and 10 were 6% (SD = 4.9) and 14.3% (SD = 9.5), 

respectively. 

'Spelling and punctuation errors are included. 
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The Wrong Name 

One morning Mike wanted to play with his friend Milon so he asked his mom i f 

he could go to his house. His mom said "Yes." So they drove to his house. When they 

stopped in front of Milon's house, Mike's mom said "I wi l l go and check i f they are 

home, you stay in the car." So she went to the door and nocked. A lady opened the door 

and let her in. She closed the door behind my mom. That lady looked so furmilure, Mike 

said to himself. Like Mike knew her half his life. A l l of a sudden the lady came bursting 

out of the door went in the car and took off to Mike's house. While they were driving 

Mike asked what was going on. She said honey I ' l l tell you at the house. Saying honey 

to me, Mike thought that is really furmilure too. This was freaking him out. 

When they got home they sat at the table and she started talking about when Mike 

was 3 years old a lady at night came to our house and brought me to that house and 

locked me up in a wall. So Mike said I have been living with the wrong mom for 6 years. 

She said yes. Mike asked how is this true, like that is my friends house. She said those 

are the people that let me out. I got out of that room 3 years ago. They have been taking  

care of me. So right now that evil women is in the room that I was in with that very little 

food. The reason why I could not find you is because she switched everything around. 

Your name is not Mike it is Matthew. She kept talking and telling me everything. A l l 

the puzzles were fit. This has changed my life forever said Matthew. 

To assess the effect of grade level on the percentage of interpretive (level 3) 

character descriptors used in the fictional narrative composition task, a oneway A N O V A 

was conducted with grade as the independent variable. Results of the analysis indicated 

that there was a significant difference among grades [F(2, 67) = 21.676, p < 0.001]. Post-
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hoc analysis using the Student-Newman-Keuls test, indicated that the mean for Grade 10 

(14.3) was significantly higher than the means for both Grade 7 (6.0) and Grade 4 (2.5). 

In addition, the mean for Grade 7 (6.0) was significantly higher than that for Grade 4 

(2.5) at a .05 level of significance. 

To assess the reliability of the scoring scheme used, character descriptors in 20% 

of the narrative compositions were classified independently by a second rater. Interrater 

reliability across the three categories as measured by Cohen's Kappa (Cohen, 1960) was 

.85, indicating acceptable reliability (Bakeman & Gottman, 1986). 

b) Character Description Subtask 

For the fictional narrative character description subtask, requiring students to 

describe the main character in their fictional narrative, character descriptors were scored 

for the level of social-psychological content as described previously (See Table 2). A 

prototypic example of a coded character description subtask by a Grade 7 student with 

the character descriptors identified and scored follows. This example contains a total of 

15 character descriptors of which 9 (60%) were categorized as being level 1 -

physical/demographic, 3 (20%) were categorized as being level 2 - intentional, and 3 

(20%) was categorized as being level 3 - interpretive. The mean number of interpretive 

character descriptors for Grade 7 students was 20% (SD=22.0), whereas the means for 

Grades 4 and 10 were 9% (SD=18.7) and 46% (SD=23.4), respectively. The means for 

each grade level are presented in Table 7. 

Brenda has green eyes, blond hair and she is five feet tall. She is 13 years old and 

is in grade eight. She is semi-popular and wears modern clothes. She lives in Kelowna, 

B.C. She is shy and gets nervous easily. She is very generous to others. She likes to go 
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swimming a lot. She is determined to solve any problems whether it's hers or someone  

elses. 

To assess the effect of grade on the percentage of interpretive (level 3) character 

descriptors used in the fictional narrative composition subtask, a oneway A N O V A was 

conducted with grade as the independent variable. Results of the analysis indicated that 

there was a significant difference among grades [F (2, 65) = 16.445, p < 0.001]. Post-hoc 

analysis using the Student-Newman-Keuls test indicated that the mean for Grade 10 

(46.1) was significantly higher than the means for both Grade 7 (20.4) and Grade 4 (9.3). 

However, the difference between means for Grades 7 (20.4) and 4 (9.3) was not 

significant at a .05 level of significance. 

Twenty percent of the character descriptors were scored independently by a 

second rater in order to assess reliability of the scoring scheme used for this task. Using 

Cohen's Kappa, interrater reliability across the three categories was .82, indicating 

acceptable reliability (Bakeman & Gottman, 1986). 

c) Reflections on Ideas for Characters 

For the first question (i) centering around where participants get their ideas for 

characters, several main themes emerged8. These included 1) people I know, 2) 

books/stories, 3) imagination, 4) television, 5) discussion with others/brainstorming, 6) 

movies, 7) schoolwork, 8) likes/interests, 9) stories previously written, 10) myself, and 

11 ) dreams/daydreams. 

The top three themes mentioned by Grade 4 students included 1) people I know 

(38%), 2) books/stories (35%), and 3) imagination (27%). The top three themes for 

Grade 7 students were 1) people I know (57%), 2) books/stories (38%), and 3) myself 
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(33%). For Grade 10 students the top three themes that emerged were 1) people I know 

(58%), 2) books/stories (42%), and 3) imagination, television, and movies (all tied for 

third with 26%). (See Table 8 for a summary of percentages of themes chosen by each 

age group). Themes were similar across the groups with one exception. None of the 

Grade 4 students mentioned that they base their ideas for characters on themselves, 

whereas 33% of Grade 7 students and 16% of Grade 10 students mentioned this as a 

method of thinking of ideas for characters. 

For the second question (ii) inquiring as to what the participants viewed as the 

most important things to think about in creating characters, several themes emerged. 

These included 1) personality/what they are like, 2) looks/physical appearance, 3) fit with 

story, 4) likes, 5) realism/believability, 6) uniqueness, 7) what they wil l do, 

8) setting/where they live, 9) age, and 10) what they wear. 

The top two responses for Grade 4 students included 1 ) personality/what they are 

like (35%), and 2) looks/physical appearance (23%). The top two responses for Grade 7 

students were 1) personality (57%) and 2) looks/physical appearance (52%). As for 

Grade 10 students, the top two responses were 1) personality (39%) and 

2) realism/believability (33%). A l l three grades referred to personality/what the character 

is like as the most important thing to think about. However, while 23% of Grade 4 

students and 52% of Grade 7 students indicated that looks/physical appearance were 

important, only 6% (1 respondent) of Grade 10 students referred to this as being 

important (See Table 9 for a summary of percentages). 

8 Only those responses that were provided by more than one person were used as themes. 
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Table 8 

Grade by Theme on Reflections on Ideas for Characters 

Percentages 

Theme Grade 4 Grade 7 Grade 10 
(N = 28) (N = 21) (N=19) 

People I know 38% (10/26) 57% (12/21) 58% (11/19) 

Books/stories 35% (9/26) 38% (8/21) 42% (8/19) 

Imagination 27% (7/26) 19% (4/21) 26% (5/19) 

Television 19% (5/26) 10% (2/21) 26% (5/19) 

Discussion/brainstorming 12% (3/26) 0%(0/21) 0%(0/19) 

Movies 8% (2/26) 19% (4/21) 26% (5/19) 

Schoolwork 8% (2/26) 0%(0/21) 0%(0/19) 

Likes/interests 8% (2/26) 0%(0/21) 0% (0/19) 

Stories previously written 8% (2/26) 5% (1/21) 5% (1/19) 

Myself 0% (0/26) 33% (7/21) 16% (3/19) 

Dreams/daydreams 0% (0/26) 10% (2/21) 0%(0/19) 
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Grade by Theme on the Most Important Things to Consider in Developing Characters 

Percentages 

Theme Grade 4 Grade 7 Grade 10 
(N = 28) (N = 21) (N=19) 

Personality 35% (9/26) 57% (12/21) 39% (7/18) 

Looks/Physical Appearance 23% (6/26) 52% (11/21) 6% (1/18) 

Fit with Story 8% (2/26) 14% (3/21) 17% (3/18) 

Likes 8% (2/26) 14% (3/21) 0% (0/18) 

Realism/Believability 12% (3/26) 0%(0/21) 33% (6/18) 

Unique/Different 4% (1/26) 0%(0/21) 11% (2/18) 

What they wil l do 8% (2/26) 5% (1/21) 0% (0/18) 

Setting/Where they live 8% (2/26) 14% (3/21) 0%(0/18) 

Age 0% (0/26) 10% (2/21) 0%(0/18) 

What they wear 8% (2/26) 10% (2/21) 0% (0/18) 



The third question (iii) asked participants how important they view the character 

as being. Across all three grades, approximately 95% of respondents referred to the 

character as being important or very important to the story. 

II. Narrative Response Task A) Fictional-Man and the Fountain 

i) Character Description Subtask - a) Man 

For the fictional narrative response task requiring students to describe the man in 

the story, character descriptors were scored for level of social-psychological content (See 

Table 2). A prototypic example of a response by a Grade 10 student with the character 

descriptors identified and scored follows. This example contains a total of 13 character 

descriptors of which 2 (15%) were categorized as being level 1 - physical/demographic, 3 

(23%) were categorized as being level 2 - intentional, and 8 (62%) were categorized as 

being level 3 - interpretive. The mean number of interpretive character descriptors for 

Grade 10 students was 56.2% (SD=19.2), whereas the means for Grades 4 and 7 were 

22.4% (SD=18.1) and 46.9% (SD=27.9), respectively. The means for each grade level 

are presented in Table 7. 

A n old man who's wife died, poor eating habits, loved and was fascinated by  

youth, sat by the fountain on a bench everyday and saw himself as it's keeper, devious, 

ate sour apples to keep his mind sharp, trickster. Longer for youth, didn't want to die. 

Lonely. 

A oneway A N O V A was conducted with grade as the independent variable to 

assess the effect of grade on the percentage of interpretive (level 3) character descriptors 

used in the fictional narrative response task (Man and the Fountain - Man Character). 

Results of the analysis indicated that there was a significant difference among grades 
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[F (2, 66) = 15.384, p < 0.001]. Post-hoc analysis using the Student-Newman-Keuls test 

indicated that the means for Grade 10 (56.2) and Grade 7 (46.9) were significantly higher 

than the mean for Grade 4 (22.4), however the means for Grades 10 (56.2) and 7 (46.9) 

were not significantly different at an alpha level of .05. 

As a reliability check for the scoring scheme used for this task, 20% of character 

descriptors were also scored independently by a second rater. Cohen's Kappa was .79 for 

this task, indicating acceptable interrater reliability (Bakeman & Gottman, 1986). 

i) Character Description Subtask - b) Boy 

For the fictional narrative response task requiring students to describe the boy in 

the story, character descriptors were first scored for level of social-psychological content 

(see Table 2). A prototypic response by a Grade 10 student with the character descriptors 

identified and scored follows. This example contains a total of 11 character descriptors 

of which 2 (18%) were categorized as being level 1 - physical/demographic, 2 (18%) 

were categorized as being level 2 - intentional, and 7 (63.6%) were categorized as being 

level 3 - interpretive. The mean number of interpretive character descriptors for Grade 

10 students was 58.8% (SD=24.2), whereas the means for Grades 4 and 7 were 8.1% 

(SD=16.5) and 24.1% (SD=24.5), respectively. The means for each grade level are 

presented in Table 7. 

The boy doesn 't like school, likes the prairie, believes that his principal "Hook  

Nose " is smart, wants to find a boat and live off the land, dreamer, about six-years-old, 

trusted John Deweck. Hateful, curious, suspicious. 

With age, students' character descriptors were predicted to be more interpretive, 

in nature, reflecting understanding of more enduring psychological qualities. To assess 



the effect of grade on the percentage of interpretive (level 3) character descriptors used in 

the fictional narrative response task (Man and the Fountain - Boy Character), a oneway 

A N O V A was conducted with grade as the independent variable. Results of the analysis 

indicated that there was a significant difference among grades [F(2, 66) = 31.894, p < 

0.001]. Post-hoc analysis using the Student-Newman-Keuls test indicated that the mean 

for Grade 10 (58.8) was significantly higher than the means for both Grade 7 (24.1) and 

Grade 4 (8.1), and the mean for Grade 7 (24.1) was significantly higher than the mean for 

Grade 4 (8.1) at an alpha level of .05. 

Twenty percent of the character descriptors were scored independently by a 

second rater in order to assess reliability of the scoring scheme used for this task. Using 

Cohen's Kappa (Cohen, 1960) interrater reliability across the three categories was .82, 

indicating acceptable reliability (Bakeman & Gottman, 1986). 

ii) Identification of Characters ' Dialogue, Actions, and Mental States 

A prototypic example that follows is the response of a Grade 4 student to the 

dialogue questions for the Man and the Fountain story. In addition, the scores assigned 

for these responses are described following the responses. 

Dialogue - Statement by Old Man. 

Participant: "Isn't it your dinner time?" 

This portion of the response was assigned a score of 1 because the student 

provided an appropriate example of dialogue used by the old man in the story. 

Researcher: What did this show about the old man? 

Participant: That he was a good friend. 
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This response was assigned a score of 2 because "good friend" is an intentional 

level character descriptor. 

Researcher: Why do you think this statement showed that? 

Participant: Because its descriptions. 

This response was assigned a score of 1 - action/descriptive t-unit, with no social-

psychological content. Combining the two responses tapping social-psychological 

content, the highest level response that was provided by the participant was level 2 (based 

on the former response). Therefore, this participant received a score of 2 for the first part 

of this subtask. 

Dialogue - Statement by Boy. 

Participant: "I must get a boat." 

This response was assigned a score of 1 because the student provided an 

appropriate example of dialogue used by the boy in the story. 

Researcher: What did this show about the boy? 

Participant: This showed that the boy was eager to get a boat. 

This response was assigned a score of 2 because eager refers to a first-order 

mental state and is an intentional level response. 

Researcher: Why do you think this statement showed that? 

Participant: The word must make me think that because you normally say must 

when you are eager to do a specific thing. 

This response also received a score of 2 because it refers to the mental states 

"think" and "eager" both of which are intentional level responses. When the two 

dialogue responses are combined, the highest level response was a 2. 
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Next, for the overall score for the variable tapping correct examples of dialogue, 

the score of 1 from the example of the man's dialogue and the score of 1 from the 

example of the boy's dialogue is combined for a total of 2. For the overall score for 

dialogue level (i.e., social-psychological level), the score of 2 for the man's dialogue 

level and the score of 2 for the boy's dialogue level is combined to total 4 for this 

measure, out of a possible score ranging from 2-6. 

As a reliability check for the scoring scheme used for this task, 20% of character 

descriptors were also scored independently by a second rater. Cohen's Kappa was .78 for 

this task, indicating acceptable interrater reliability (Bakeman & Gottman, 1986). 

Next prototypic examples of a Grade 4 student's responses to the action by the 

boy and mental states of the old man are provided and explanations given for how the 

scoring procedure was followed. 

Action by Boy. 

Participant: "He spat on the ground." 

This response was assigned a score of 1 because the student provided a correct 

example of an action by the boy in the story. 

Researcher: What did this show about the boy? 

Participant: He likes to spit. 

This response was assigned a score of 2 because "likes to spit" refers to a 

preference and a behavioural tendency - so this is an intentional level response. 

Researcher: Why do you think this statement showed that? 

Participant: He likes to spit cause he spat on the ground. 
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This response is a repetition of the former response and also is scored as 2 -

intentional level. 

As a reliability check for the scoring scheme used for this task, 20% of character 

descriptors were also scored independently by a second rater. Cohen's Kappa was .77 for 

this task, indicating acceptable interrater reliability (Bakeman & Gottman, 1986). The 

scores for action levels for the two characters were used for this rating. 

Thought or Feeling by Old Man. 

Participant: "The old man walked slowly." 

This response was assigned a score of 0 because the student did not provide a 

correct example of a thought or feeling the old man experienced in the story. Rather, this 

response illustrates an example of an action by the old man. 

Researcher: What did this show about the old man? 

Participant: He was sad. 

This response was assigned a score of 2 because "sad" refers to a mental state, a 

temporary psychological/emotional state, so this is an intentional level response. 

Researcher: Why do you think this thought/feeling showed that? 

Participant: Because he was walking alone. 

This response is scored as level 1, physical/demographic because it refers to a 

physical action. 

As a reliability check for the scoring scheme used for this task, 20% of character 

descriptors were also scored independently by a second rater. Cohen's Kappa was .87 for 

this task, indicating acceptable interrater reliability (Bakeman & Gottman, 1986). The 

scores for mental state levels for the two characters were used for this rating. 



As previously described, the examples generated by the students for the two 

characters (i.e., man and boy) were first combined across dialogue, action, and mental 

states for this statistical analysis. Two dependent measures were being investigated. 

These were number correct (participants' ability to provide an appropriate example of 

dialogue, actions, and mental states) and level (social-psychological level of the 

responses for the dialogue, actions, and mental states questions). 

Investigation of number of correct examples. With regard to the variable, number 

correct, which investigated the number of correct examples provided by participants for 

dialogue, action, and mental states of the characters, a two-way A N O V A (One between 

subjects factor and one within subjects factor) indicated that there was no significant 

interaction effect for type of example by grade [F (4,118) = 0.268, p = 0.898]. However, 

there was a significant main effect for type of example on number correct [F (2, 118) = 

3.331, p = 0.039]. Participants performed differently in the number of correct examples 

provided across the dialogue, action, and mental states tasks. Analysis of means 

indicated that across the three grades, students had higher numbers of correct examples 

for the dialogue task (1.84) and fewer numbers of correct examples for the mental states 

(thought/feeling) task (1.56). The mean number of correct examples for the action task 

was intermediate between these (1.73). This indicates that students of all grade levels 

were better able to provide appropriate (i.e., correct) examples of dialogue than they were 

for mental states for this task. 

A N O V A results indicated that there was no significant grade effect on the number 

of correct examples of dialogue, action, and mental states provided [F (2, 59) = 0.564, p = 
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0.572). That is, all grades were equally able to provide examples of dialogue, actions, 

and thoughts/feelings by the characters. 

Investigation of social-psychological thought. With regard to the social-

psychological level of thought used by participants, a two-way A N O V A (between and 

within subjects factors) revealed that there was no significant interaction effect for level 

by grade [F (4, 116) = 1.493, p = 0.209]. There was, however, a main effect for type of 

example [F (2, 116) = 4.817, p = 0.010]. Social-psychological level of thought was 

significantly affected by the type of example required (dialogue, actions, mental states). 

Investigation of means indicated that the level of social-psychological thought was 

significantly higher for the dialogue task (5.26) and lower for the mental states task (4.89) 

across all three grades. That is, the level of social-psychological thought of participants' 

responses to the questions "what does this tell us about the character" and "why do you 

think this tells us that" was higher for the questions pertaining to dialogue than for those 

referring to mental states. 

From A N O V A results, a significant grade effect was revealed on the level of 

social-psychological thought [F (2, 58) = 5.164, p = 0.009]. Post-hoc multiple 

comparisons using the Scheffe test revealed that the mean score for social-psychological 

level for Grade 10 students (5.42) was significantly higher than the mean score for Grade 

4 students (4.81). That is, Grade 10 students demonstrated higher levels of social-

psychological thought than Grade 4 students on this task. However, there was no 

significant difference between the mean score for Grade 10 students (5.42) and Grade 7 

students (5.16) or between the Grade 7 students (5.16) and Grade 4 students (4.81) at a 

.05 level of significance. 
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iii) Multiple-choice Test Item Subtask 

In order to assess the effect of grade on the percentage of interpretive responses 

selected for the multiple-choice task, a oneway A N O V A was conducted with grade as the 

independent variable. Results of the analysis indicated that there was a significant 

difference among grades [F (2, 67) = 19.522, p < 0.001]. Post-hoc analysis using the 

Student-Newman-Keuls test revealed that the mean for Grade 10 (4.37) was significantly 

higher than the means for both Grade 7 (2.52) and Grade 4 (2.11). However the means 

for Grades 7 (2.52) and 4 (2.11) were not significantly different using the Student-

Newman-Keuls test at an alpha level of .05. 

II. Narrative Response Task - B) Non-fictional (Louis Braille) 

i) Character Description Subtask - a) Louis 

For the task requiring students to describe the boy in the story, Louis Braille, 

character descriptors were scored for level of social-psychological content (See Table 2). 

A prototypic example by a Grade 7 student with all of the character descriptors identified 

and scored is to follow. This example contains a total of 9 character descriptors of which 

4 (44%) were categorized as being level 1 - physical/demographic, 1(11%) was 

categorized as being level 2 - intentional, and 4 (44%) were categorized as being level 3 

- interpretive. The mean number of interpretive character descriptors for Grade 7 

students was 46% (SD=31.6), whereas the means for Grades 4 and 10 were 24% 

(SD=30.4) and 65% (SD=25.0), respectively. The means for each grade level are 

presented in Table 7. 

Louis Braille is a very smart and determined person. He never gives up no matter 

how deep he is in. Louis is blind and he invented Braille by using the same six dots. I can 
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picture him as having red hair and hazel eyes. Louis would spend hours bent over a board 

after three years of hard work he still didn't give up. Louis is a very cour ase s man. 

To assess the effect of grade on the percentage of interpretive (level 3) character 

descriptors used a oneway A N O V A was conducted with grade as the independent 

variable. Results of the analysis indicated that there was a significant difference among 

grades [F (2, 67) = 11.261, p < 0.001]. Post-hoc analysis using the Student-Newman-

Keuls test revealed that the means for Grade 10 (64.78) and Grade 7 (46.25) were 

significantly higher than the mean for Grade 4 (23.85). However, the means for Grades 

10 (64.78) and 7 (46.25) were not significantly different at a .05 level of significance. 

Twenty percent of the character descriptors were scored independently by a 

second rater in order to assess reliability of the scoring scheme used for this task. Using 

Cohen's Kappa, interrater reliability was .81, indicating acceptable reliability. 

i) Character Description Subtask - b) Captain Barbier 

For the non-fictional narrative response task requiring students to describe the 

man in the story, Captain Barbier, character descriptors were scored for level of social-

psychological content (See Table 2). A prototypic response by a Grade 10 student with 

all of the character descriptors identified and scored is to follow. This example contains a 

total of 8 character descriptors of which 2 (25%) were categorized as being level 1 -

physical/demographic, 1 (13%) was categorized as being level 2 - intentional, and 5 

(63%) were categorized as being level 3 - interpretive. The mean number of interpretive 

character descriptors for Grade 10 students was 68% (SD=27.7), whereas the means for 

Grades 4 and 7 were 14% (SD=19.2) and 41% (SD=32.4), respectively. The means for 

each grade level are presented in Table 7. 



He is an army man 

He is tough, stubborn, and strong-willed 

He has succumbed to stereotype 

He tries to help 

He feels sorry for the blind 

To assess the effect of grade on the percentage of interpretive (level 3) character 

descriptors used a oneway A N O V A was conducted with grade as the independent 

variable. Results of the analysis indicated that there was a significant difference among 

grades [F (2, 65) = 23.671, p < 0.001]. Post-hoc analysis using the Student-Newman-

Keuls test revealed that the mean for Grade 10 (67.73) was significantly higher than the 

means for both Grade 7 (41.35) and Grade 4 (14.01). In addition, the mean for Grade 7 

(41.35) was significantly higher than the mean for Grade 4 (14.01) at a .05 level of 

significance. 

Twenty percent of the character descriptors were scored independently by a 

second rater in order to assess reliability of the scoring scheme used for this task. Using 

Cohen's Kappa (Cohen, 1960) interrater reliability across the three categories was .82, 

indicating acceptable reliability. 

ii) Identification of Characters ' Dialogue, Actions, and Thoughts/Feelings 

The example that follows is a prototypic response by a Grade 10 student to the 

dialogue questions for the Louis Braille story. In addition, the scores assigned for these 

responses are described following the responses. 

Dialogue - Statement by Louis Braille 
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Participant: "But it's so important!.. .Don't you see? Without books we can never 

really learn! But just think what we could grow up to be i f only we could read. Doctors or 

lawyers or scientists. Or writers even! Anything almost.." 

This response was assigned a score of 1 because the student provided a correct 

example of dialogue used by Louis Braille in the story. 

Researcher: What did this show about Louis? 

Participant: It showed Louis had determination as well as a creative mind. 

This response was assigned a score of 3 because "determination and a creative 

mind" are enduring psychological traits - so this is a 3 - interpretive level response. 

Researcher: Why do you think this statement showed that? 

Participant: It showed that because Louis said that books were the path to 

success, and he was serious. 

This response is also scored as level 3 interpretive because it demonstrates an 

enduring belief by Louis. The overall score for the two questions is a level 3. 

As a reliability check for the scoring scheme used for this task, 20% of character 

descriptors were also scored independently by a second rater. Cohen's Kappa was .76 for 

this task, indicating acceptable interrater reliability. 

The example that follows is a prototypic response by a Grade 4 student to the 

action questions for the Louis Braille story. In addition, the scores assigned for these 

responses are described following the responses. 

Action by Captain Barbier. 

Participant: walked out and slammed door 



This response was assigned a score of 1 because the student provided a correct 

example of an action performed by Captain Barbier in the story. 

Researcher: What did this show about the Captain Barbier? 

Participant: he did not want to make the brail 

This response was scored as a 2 because it refers to want or desire (or lack 

thereof) which is a first-order mental state - intentional level response. 

Researcher: Why do you think this statement showed that? 

Participant: he looked mad 

This response was also scored as a 2 because it refers to a temporary 

psychological state - intentional level response. 

As a reliability check for the scoring scheme used for this task, 20% of character 

descriptors were also scored independently by a second rater. Cohen's Kappa could not 

be calculated for this because both raters did not use all three categories. The first rater 

used only levels 2 and 3 (i.e., no responses were scored as being physical/demographic 

for this subtask) while the second rater gave one level one score (and the remaining were 

scored as levels 2 and 3). However, agreement on the ratings was 96% (25/26). 

The example that follows is a prototypic response by a Grade 10 student to the 

mental states questions for the Louis Braille story. In addition, the scores assigned for 

these responses are described following the responses. 

Thought or Feeling of Louis 

Participant: "Maybe you're right", Louis always answered. 

This response was assigned a score of 1 for an appropriate example of a thought 

or feeling by Louis. 



89 

Researcher: What did this show about Louis? 

Participant: He was not hostile about his worried friends and was willing to give 

all he had just for a small chance to succeed. 

This response was scored as 3 - interpretive level response because it refers to 

enduring traits. 

Researcher: Why do you think this thought/feeling showed that? 

Participant: He was gentle and kind to his not so supportive friends. 

This response was scored as level 3 interpretive because it refers to Louis' 

personality traits. The overall score for the two questions is a 3. 

As a reliability check for the scoring scheme used for this task, 20% of character 

descriptors were also scored independently by a second rater. Cohen's Kappa was .78 for 

this task, indicating acceptable interrater reliability. 

As in the fictional narrative task, the examples generated by the students for the 

two characters (i.e., Louis Braille and Captain Barbier) were first combined across 

dialogue, action, and mental states for this statistical analysis. There were two dependent 

measures including, number correct, or the participants' ability to provide appropriate 

(i.e., correct) examples of dialogue, action, and mental states) and level (i.e., social 

psychological level of the responses). 

Investigation of number of correct examples. With regard to the variable, number 

correct, a two-way A N O V A (within and between subjects factors) indicated that there 

was no significant type of example by grade interaction effect [F (4, 118) = 0.967, p = 

0.429]. Nor was there a significant main effect for type of example on number correct [F 

(2, 118) = 0.093, p = 0.911. Participants did not perform differently in the number of 
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correct examples provided across the dialogue, action, and mental states tasks for the 

Louis Braille task. 

A N O V A results indicated that there was no significant grade effect on the number 

of correct examples of dialogue, action, and mental states provided 

[F (2,59) = 1.012, p = 0.370). That is, all grades were equally able to provide examples 

of dialogue, actions, and thoughts/feelings by the characters for this task. 

Investigation of social-psychological thought. With regard to the social-

psychological level of thought used by participants, a two-way A N O V A (within and 

between subjects factors) revealed that there was no significant interaction effect for level 

by grade [F (4, 116) = 0.703, p = 0.592]. Nor was there a significant main effect for type 

of example on the level of social-psychological content [F (2, 116) = 2.394, p = 0.096]. 

However, this did approach significance. This indicates that the finding for the Man and 

the Fountain task, in which participants performed differently across the dialogue, action, 

and thought/feeling tasks in the level of social-psychological thought used for their 

explanations, approached significance for the Louis Braille story as well. The mean level 

of social-psychological thought for dialogue (4.98) was somewhat higher than the mean 

levels for social-psychological thought for actions (4.75) and thoughts/feelings (4.80), 

however these were not significantly different. 

From A N O V A results, a significant grade effect was revealed on the level of 

social-psychological thought for responses to the dialogue, action, and mental states 

questions [F (2, 58) = 11.205, p < 0.001]. Post-hoc tests using the Scheffe test revealed 

that the mean score for Grade 10 students (5.54) was significantly higher than the mean 

scores for Grade 7 (4.92) and Grade 4 students (4.46). However, there was no significant 
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difference between the mean scores for Grade 7 students (4.92) and Grade 4 students 

(4.46) at an alpha level of .05. This did, however, approach significance (p = .074). 

iii) Multiple-choice Subtask 

To assess the effect of grade on the percentage of interpretive responses selected 

on the multiple-choice task, a oneway A N O V A was conducted with grade as the 

independent variable. Results of the analysis indicated that there were no significant 

differences among grades [F(2, 67) = .765, p = .470] at a .05 alpha level of significance. 

To summarize the results of the current investigation, three of the six character 

description tasks revealed all of the predicted differences to be statistically significant. 

That is, Grade 10 students significantly outperformed Grade 7 students, who in turn 

outperformed Grade 4 students in the percentages of interpretive level thought about 

characters. For the other three character description tasks, some of the predicted 

differences were statistically significant and all of the trends were in the predicted 

direction. 

As for the reflection questions pertaining to where students get their ideas for 

characters, what are the most important things to think about in developing characters, 

and how important is the character to the story as a whole, results revealed both 

similarities and differences in themes across grade levels. For the first question, the top 

two themes for all grades were "people I know" and "books/stories". However, whereas 

Grade 7 and Grade 10 students mentioned "myself as a way of coming up with ideas 

about characters, no Grade 4 students provided this response. For the second question, 

the main themes that emerged were "personality/what they are like", "looks/physical 

appearance", and "fit with the story". The most popular response for all grade levels was 
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"personality/what they are like". Whereas 23% of Grade 4 students and 52% of Grade 7 

students mentioned "looks/physical appearance" as being important, only one Grade 10 

student provided this response. For the third reflection question, 95% of students across 

the three grade levels reported that they thought character was important or very 

important to the story as a whole. 

For the identification of characters' dialogue, actions, and mental states for both 

narrative response tasks, a significant grade effect was found for the level of social-

psychological thought used in answering the questions. For the Man and the Fountain 

story, the mean score for Grade 10 students was significantly higher than the mean score 

for Grade 4 students indicating higher levels of interpretive thought for Grade 10 

students. As for the Louis Braille story, the mean score for Grade 10 students was 

significantly higher than that for both Grades 4 and 7. Where non-significant differences 

were revealed for both stories, trends were in the predicted direction. 

Finally, for the two narrative response multiple-choice test item subtasks, one of 

these revealed statistically significant differences while the other did not. For the Man 

and the Fountain stimulus story, a significant grade effect was found for the number of 

interpretive responses selected. Grade 10 students significantly outperformed Grade 7 

and Grade 4 students. Although the difference between the mean number of interpretive 

level responses chosen by Grade 7 and Grade 4 was not statistically significant, the trend 

was in the predicted direction. For the Louis Braille multiple-choice subtask, however, 

there were no significant differences between grades in the mean numbers of interpretive 

level responses chosen. The results of the current study, as well as methodological, 

theoretical, and educational implications are discussed in more detail in Chapter Five. 
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Chapter Five: Discussion 

This chapter wil l discuss the support for the research hypotheses and highlight 

some of the specific findings and trends. In addition, areas in which unexpected or 

interesting findings were discovered wil l be discussed in more detail. Limitations of the 

study, educational and practical implications, theoretical implications, and potential 

directions for future research wil l then be discussed. 

General Discussion 

The main hypothesis for the study was that significant developmental changes in 

the level of social-psychological thought by 10-year-olds, 13-year-olds, and 16-year-olds 

would be evidenced in both the development (i.e., in their own narratives) and 

understanding (i.e., in fictional and non-fictional narratives that they read) of characters 

in narratives. It was predicted that, with age, there would be significantly higher 

percentages of interpretive levels of social-psychological thought about characters. 

For tasks specifically requiring participants to provide descriptions of characters, 

it was predicted that a significantly higher percentage of character descriptors by 

16-year-olds would be interpretive than those of 13-year-olds, while a significantly 

higher percentage of character descriptors by 13-year-olds would be interpretive than 

those of 10-year-olds. 

To summarize the analyses used in the study, six of these investigated the 

percentages of interpretive character descriptors9 used by the students across the three 

grade levels. These included both narrative composition as well as narrative response 

J Percentages of physical/demographic, intentional, and interpretive character descriptors were calculated 
for the six character description tasks. Percentages of interpretive level character descriptors were used as 
the dependent variables in the statistical analyses as the research hypotheses predicted increases in 
interpretive level thought about characters with age. 
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tasks. Percentages of interpretive character descriptors were calculated for the narrative 

composition task, the narrative composition character description subtask, the character 

description subtasks for the man and boy in the Man and the Fountain story, and the 

character description subtasks for Louis Braille and Captain Barbier in the Louis Braille 

story. 

Significant grade effects were found for all of these measures. Grade 10 students 

significantly outperformed (i.e., used more interpretive character descriptors than) Grade 

4 students on all of these tasks. For three of the tasks, including the narrative 

composition task, the character description of the boy in the fictional narrative response 

task, and the character description of Captain Barbier in the non-fictional narrative 

response task, all predicted age effects were significant. That is, Grade 10 students 

significantly outperformed Grade 7 students, who in turn significantly outperformed the 

Grade 4 students. 

As for the other three tasks investigating character descriptions, some of the 

predicted grade effects were found. For the narrative composition subtask, Grade 10 

students (46.1) significantly outperformed Grade 7 (20.4) and Grade 4 (9.3) students, 

however the difference between Grade 7 (20.4) and Grade 4 (9.3) students was not 

statistically significant. Similarly, for the character description subtasks for the man 

(Man and the Fountain) and Louis (Louis Braille), the means for Grade 10 (56.2 and 

64.8, respectively) and Grade 7 students (46.9 and 46.2, respectively) were significantly 

higher than those for Grade 4 (22.4 and 23.9, respectively). However, the differences 

between Grades 10 (56.2 and 64.8, respectively) and 7 (46.9 and 46.2, respectively) were 

not statistically significant. It is important to note that even in the cases where 
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significance was not reached, the trend for older students to have higher levels of 

interpretive social-psychological thought was apparent. 

Looking at the descriptive data across the six character description tasks1 0, a 

general picture of narrative thought emerged for each of the three grade levels (See Table 

10 for testing by specific tasks). Grade 4 students generated only 13.4% of interpretive 

level thought about characters, leaving 86.6%. Of that, 39.1% were 

physical/demographic and 47.4% were intentional level character descriptors. By Grade 

7, the percentage of interpretive level thought more than doubled. Grade 7 students 

generated approximately 31% interpretive, leaving 69%, of which 33.6% was 

physical/demographic and 35.6% was intentional. By Grade 10, the percentage of 

interpretive level thought about characters almost doubled again and is four times that 

used by Grade 4 students. At this grade level, 51.3% of character descriptors were 

interpretive, leaving 48.7%, of which 24.8 % were physical/demographic and 23.9% were 

intentional level thought. To summarize, with age there was an overall tendency for 

interpretive level thought about characters to increase while physical/demographic and 

intentional level thought decreased. At Grade 4, 3/8 of character descriptors were 

physical/demographic, half were intentional and 1/8 were interpretive. By Grade 7, 

students generated about one-third each of physical/demographic, intentional, and 

interpretive level character descriptors. Finally, by Grade 10, more than half of the 

character descriptors used comprised interpretive level thought while one quarter were 

physical/demographic and one quarter were intentional level. With age, then, there was a 

progression from an emphasis on physical attributes, or thinking about the physical world 

1 0 Percentages of physical/demographic, intentional, and interpretive level character descriptors were 
averaged across the six tasks. 
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of characters, toward thinking about the thinking or the inner world of characters, toward 

thinking about characters as situated within a social context - in relation to others and the 

world around them. These findings are consistent with those of Feldman et al. (1993), 

who found that from childhood to adolescence thought about characters moved from a 

plot to a plight. In their study, 10-12 year-old children interpreted story characters in 

terms of their categorical roles and viewed characters' actions and desires as relating 

directly to the story plot, whereas adolescents interpreted story characters more globally, 

in psychological and biographical terms. 

The current results can be understood in terms of McKeough's (1992) model of 

narrative development. According to Case's (1985, 1992) theory of cognitive 

development, Grade 4 students (i.e., 10-year-olds) are in the third and final substage of 

dimensional, or intentional thought when referring to the narrative domain. At this age 

approximately half of the character descriptors used exhibit intentional level thought. 

Characters actions are linked to the mental states, such as the desires and feelings that 

underlie them. In keeping with McKeough's (1992) model, these students have a 

consolidated structure for intentional level social-psychological thought. By Grade 7 

(i.e., 13 years of age), students have reached the first substage of vectorial (or 

interpretive) thought. During the adolescent years, an interpretive structure is constructed 

whereby relationships are made among characters' actions and mental states on the basis 

of enduring psychological traits and personal history (McKeough, 1992). Increases in the 

use of the interpretive structure are evident throughout adolescence. At Grade 7, 

significant use of interpretive level social-psychological thought about characters 

emerged, whereby one-third of character descriptors were classified as interpretive in 
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Table 10 

Grade and Percentages of Physical/Demographic, Intentional, and Interpretive 
Character Descriptors on Character Description Tasks 

Means and Standard Deviations 

Measure Grade 4 
(N = 28) 

Grade 7 
(N = 21) 

Grade 10 
(N= 19) 

la) Narrative Composition Task 
Level 1 - Physical/Demographic 
Level 2 - Intentional 
Level 3 - Interpretive 

35.7(13.6) 
61.9(13.4) 
2.5 (3.4) 

33.0(16.0) 
61.0(14.7) 
6.0 (4.9) 

21.2(12.0) 
64.5 (14.0) 
14.3 (9.5) 

1 b) Character Description Subtask  
Level 1 - Physical/Demographic 
Level 2 - Intentional 
Level 3 - Interpretive 

62.1 (36.2) 
28.6 (29.9) 
9.3 (22.0) 

49.4 (24.1) 
30.2(16.8) 
20.4(18.7) 

42.9 (23.9) 
11.0 (9.7) 
46.1 (23.4) 

2 Narrative Response (Fictional)  
a) Man 
Level 1 - Physical/Demographic 
Level 2 - Intentional 
Level 3 - Interpretive 

39.6 (20.9) 
38.0 (25.5) 
22.4(18.1) 

28.7 (21.1) 
24.4 (20.3) 
46.9 (27.9) 

23.5 (13.3) 
20.3 (12.7) 
56.2(19.2) 

2 Narrative Response (Fictional)  
b) Boy 
Level 1 - Physical/Demographic 
Level 2 - Intentional 
Level 3 - Interpretive 

49.0 (26.3) 
42.9 (25.0) 
8.1 (16.5) 

37.8 (20.4) 
38.2 (24.9) 
24.1 (24.5) 

19.7(16.4) 
21.6(14.4) 
58.8 (24.3) 

3 Narrative Response (Non-Fictional)  
a) Louis 
Level 1 - Physical/Demographic 28.9 (22.7) 35.0 (19.6) 25.0 (18.5) 
Level 2 - Intentional 46.5(21.9) 18.7(19.0) 10.2(12.9) 
Level 3 - Interpretive 23.9 (30.4) 46.3 (31.6) 64.8 (25.0) 

b) Captain Barbier 
Level 1 - Physical/Demographic 
Level 2 - Intentional 
Level 3 - Interpretive 

19.3 (22.9) 
66.7 (27.8) 
14.0(19.2) 

17.6(17.7) 
41.0 (27.0) 
41.4 (32.4) 

16.4(16.2) 
15.9(22.8) 
67.7 (27.7) 
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nature. By Grade 10 (16 years of age) students have mastered the second substage of 

interpretive thought. They have a bifocal coordinated structure for interpretive level 

thought about characters, evidenced by use of more than 50% interpretive level character 

descriptors. 

In later adolescence students have become able to situate characters within the 

larger social and temporal context (Feldman, et al., 1993) by focussing on generalized 

and long-standing traits, enduring psychological states, and describing them in terms of 

personal history and in relation to others. More complex use of temporality also is used 

whereby the passage of time lends insight into why characters have become the people 

they are in the present. 

These developmental trends are generally consistent with previous researchers' 

findings that adolescents use more abstract levels of reasoning in narrative tasks (e.g., 

Applebee, 1978; Beach & Wendler, 1987; and McConaughey et al., 1984). More 

specifically, these findings concur with developmental researchers findings that as 

compared to children, adolescents demonstrate increased trait knowledge (Yuil l , 1997) 

and increases in the use of enduring psychological traits in their descriptions of characters 

(Généreux, 1998). The move from an emphasis upon physical, concrete attributes toward 

the inner mental realm also parallels developmental findings in the progression of self-

understanding (Shaffer, 1994). 

Two tasks in the present study also required participants to answer multiple-

choice questions tapping characterization. For the Man and the Fountain story, which has 

been used previously in narrative research, a significant grade effect was found for the 

number of interpretive responses selected. The mean number of interpretive level 
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responses chosen by Grade 10 students (4.4) was significantly higher than the mean 

number chosen by Grade 7 (2.5) and Grade 4 students (2.1). Although the difference 

between the mean number of interpretive level responses chosen by Grade 7 (2.5) and 

Grade 4 (2.1) were not statistically significant, the trend was in the predicted direction. 

Differences between grades in the mean numbers of interpretive level responses 

chosen were not evident for the Louis Braille multiple-choice task. Rather, grades 

performed evenly in the number of interpretive level responses chosen for this task. It is 

important to note that for this task, all 7 of the multiple-choice questions were developed 

specifically for this study, therefore caution must be used in interpreting this non

significant finding. Rather than interpreting this as an absence of developmental 

differences for the interpretation of the Louis Braille story, it is deemed that this non

significant finding is an artifact of poorly designed test items. 

Two other narrative response tasks required participants to identify examples of 

dialogue, actions, and mental states used by the characters and to answer questions about 

what this tells us about the characters. For both narrative response tasks, a significant 

grade effect was found for the level of social-psychological thought used in answering 

the questions. For the Man and the Fountain story, the mean score for Grade 10 students 

(5.42) was significantly higher than the mean score for Grade 4 students (4.81). That is, 

Grade 10 students displayed higher levels of interpretive thought in their responses to the 

questions than did Grade 4 students. As for the Louis Braille story, the mean score for 

Grade 10 students (5.54) was significantly higher than those for Grade 7 (4.92) and Grade 

4 (4.46). 
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Taken together, these results provide significant support for the research 

hypotheses. It is clear that developmental differences exist in the level of social-

psychological thought used to describe and interpret characters. Significant differences 

were revealed across each of the three main tasks (including narrative composition and 

narrative response, as well as with fictional and non-fictional narratives). In addition, all 

types of subtasks (character descriptions, identification of dialogue, actions, and mental 

states, and multiple-choice interpretation questions) revealed these developmental 

differences, on average. 

Interesting findings also emerged from the descriptive analyses for the reflection 

questions asking the participants where they come up with their ideas for characters, what 

the most important things are in developing characters, and how important they believe 

character is to the story as a whole. 

For the first question that focussed on where they get their ideas for characters, 

the overall themes for the three grades were similar. The top six themes included 

1) people I know, 2) books/stories, 3) imagination, 4) myself, 5) television, and 

6) movies. For all three grades, "people I know" and "books/stories" were the most 

frequently reported themes. Consistent with Iser's (1978) reception theory, children of 

all three grade levels revealed that they rely upon both everyday experience, as well as 

literary experience in their thoughts about characterization. Iser's view that previous 

experience with narratives and understanding of one's own life are relied upon for, and 

subsequently altered by, the process of narrating seems to hold true with regard to their 

use of characterization. 
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It was interesting that "mysel f was the third most popular response (33%) for the 

Grade 7 students and was also mentioned by the Grade 10 students (16%), however, no 

Grade 4 students mentioned this as a method of thinking of ideas for characters. This 

finding can be viewed as consistent with the other findings in the study in this way. The 

ability to think about oneself objectively in order to create a character based on oneself 

would require participants to take a meta-position to themselves and a level of 

perspective-taking ability that is not yet present at age 10 (Shaffer, 1994). By age 13, 

however, reflecting upon self becomes a much larger focus as students become more 

focussed on establishing an identity. By age 16, this focus on self is not so present as 

adolescents become better able to create a concept of themselves in relation to others and 

the world around them (Shaffer, 1994). As discussed by McGee (1996) and Shaffer 

(1994), with increases in cognitive sophistication adolescents develop an integrated and 

abstract notion of the self. They are able to critically evaluate, or reflect upon, their own 

thoughts and behaviours, they can take anothers' perspective whereby they can analyze 

others' reactions to their behaviours, and they can dimensionalize their psychological 

attributes relative to others (McGee, 1996). 

For the second question inquiring as to what the participants viewed as the most 

important things to think about in creating characters, the main themes that emerged were 

"personality/what they are like", "looks/physical appearance", and "fit with the story". 

The most popular response for all grade levels was "personality/what they are like". For 

both Grade 4 (23%) and Grade 7 (52%) students "looks/physical appearance" was the 

second most popular response. For Grade 10 students, however, the top two responses 

were "personality" (39%) and "realism" (33%). Only 6% (1 respondent) of Grade 10 
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students referred to "looks/physical appearance" as being an important thing to consider 

in developing characters. Even the youngest children demonstrated recognition of the 

importance of consistency in the development of characters. Students' responses of 

"personality/what they are like", "fit with the story", and "realism/believability" to this 

question provide evidence that they are aware of what Kirkland and Davies (1987) 

referred to as the three principles of convincing characterization, including consistency, 

motivation, and plausibility. Students' responses of "looks/physical appearance", "likes", 

"what they wil l do", and "unique/different" are also consistent with Card's (1988) 

emphasis upon actions, motives, habits, talents and abilities, tastes and preferences, and 

physical attributes in developing believable characters. Similarly, in keeping with 

Bruner's (1986) dual landscape notion, and Kress' (1998) emphasis upon both external 

factors as well as internal factors in the development of strong and believable characters, 

students accentuated both external and internal attributes as being important to the 

development of their characters. These descriptive findings suggest that children of all 

three grade levels studied are aware of what aspects to consider important in 

characterization. 

The finding of the second reflection question that younger students placed more 

emphasis upon physical characteristics than did older students is also consistent with 

other findings in this study, as well as with previous findings in developmental research 

(e.g., Généreux, 1998; Yui l l , 1997). Within this research study, younger students' tended 

to rely more heavily on physical appearance as a method of describing characters than did 

older students. A developmental trend emerged whereby Grade 4 students had higher 

percentages of physical/demographic and intentional level descriptors whereas Grade 7 
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and Grade 10 students had increasing percentages of interpretive level character 

descriptors. The finding from descriptive analyses that only 6% (1 respondent) of the 

Grade 10 students mentioned physical appearance as being important in developing 

characters lends further support for this notion. 

For the question asking participants how important they view the character as 

being in relation to the story as a whole, approximately 95% of participants across the 

three grade levels indicated that they viewed character as being important or very 

important to the story. This suggests that children across all three grades have an 

awareness of the centrality of character to the story as a whole, although the question may 

have been somewhat leading. The phrasing for this question was such that even i f a 

respondent considered other aspects of the story to be more important than the character, 

this would not be elucidated. A possibility for future research could be to have students 

of different grade levels rank order several criteria, such as, setting, plot, action, and 

character, on how important they view them as being, prior to any description of the 

narrative tasks to be used. This could assist in further determining the emphasis children 

in different grades place upon characters in relation to the other aspects of a story. 

In addition to linking to social cognitive developmental research, there are clear 

links between these findings regarding children's understanding of characterization and 

Bruner's concept of narrative thought. Referring back to Bruner's (1991) ten features of 

narrative, several of these features assist in providing a framework for children's 

development and interpretation of characterization as well. 

First, the notion of narrative diachronicity appears to be central to the increasing 

capacity with age for students to situate characters within social and temporal context. 



Students' increasing abilities to account for time by using enduring psychological traits 

and to describe characters in terms of personal history reflect this feature. The notion of 

intentional state entailment relates well to the intentional structure evidenced by Grade 4 

students, whereby the happenings that befall characters are related to their immediate 

mental states, such as, thoughts and feelings. Bruner's notion of hermeneutic 

composability also relates directly to children's interpretation of characters. His notion 

of meaning making through narrative is central to characterization. There is an onus 

upon both author and reader to share responsibility in the active creation of meaning from 

narrative descriptions of character. Regardless of one's role, whether author or reader, 

reliance upon social experience and cultural familiarity must be used to ascertain 

meaning. Bruner's feature of canonicity and breach, involving familiar human plights, 

requires that children use their social knowledge and cultural experience to develop and 

interpret situations for characters. His notion of referentiality involves the ability to 

achieve verisimilitude or lifelikeness rather than correct reference. This also refers to 

what Phelan (1998) referred to as the mimetic, or real, aspect of character. In order to 

develop and interpret characters, children must be able to relate them to the real world. 

Normativeness and context sensitivity also relate to the development of characterization 

in that children must use their social and cultural experience to develop characters that 

wil l be recognized as familiar and realistic, as well as being consistent with the social 

context of the narrative. Thus, consistent with Iser's (1978) reception theory, children's 

continued experience with social relationships in general, and characterization 

specifically then, assist in further advances within this narrative domain of meaning 

making (Bruner, 1991). 
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Another interesting finding arising from the study related to the effect of type of 

example (i.e., dialogue, action, or mental state) on the number of correct examples 

identified. For the Man by the Fountain subtask requiring identification of characters' 

dialogue, actions, and mental states, there were significantly higher numbers of correct 

examples for the dialogue task (1.84). There were fewer numbers of correct examples for 

the mental states task (1.56) and the action task was intermediate between the two (1.73). 

Students of all grade levels were better able to provide appropriate (i.e., correct) 

examples of dialogue than they were mental states for this task. It is interesting to ponder 

the reason for this. One could argue that examples of dialogue within stories are more 

explicit and salient uses of characterization, especially given the fact that quotation marks 

set these apart within the text to signify characters' speech. However, it is important not 

to read too much into this finding, because this was not replicated in the parallel task for 

the Louis Braille story. 

There was no effect for grade on the number of correct examples of dialogue, 

action, and mental states provided. That is, students in the three grade levels were 

equally able to provide examples of dialogue, actions, and thoughts/feelings by the 

characters. As such, this suggests that the task used was an appropriate one for the three 

grade levels used for the study. It provides support for use of this measure for children 

ranging in age from 10 years to 16 years. Finally it allows for further confidence in the 

findings regarding older students' higher levels of social-psychological thought on these 

tasks, as one could not argue that the task was merely easier for older students to perform. 

Rather, qualitative differences in levels of social-psychological thought are evident. 
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The finding indicating that social-psychological content was significantly affected 

by the type of example required (dialogue, actions, mental states) in the Man by the 

Fountain subtask is also an interesting one. For that task, the level of social-

psychological thought was significantly higher for the dialogue task and lower for the 

mental states task across the three grades. That is, the level of social-psychological 

thought of the responses to the questions "what does this tell us about the character" and 

"why do you think this tells us that" was higher for the questions pertaining to dialogue 

than for those referring to mental states. 

It is understandable that mental states would be most difficult because these 

require more work on the part of the reader to understand and deduce what is being 

thought/felt and why and to then be able to explain this using words. Thoughts and 

feelings are not observable or concrete. They are abstract concepts and can only be 

understood in terms of what is said and done or by being explicitly stated by the author. 

Just because the author states that a character thought or felt something, however, this 

does not mean that the reader will be able to incorporate this into the character's 

psychological make-up. You can "hear" dialogue and you can "see" actions, however 

you can only try to understand and/or empathize with a thought or feeling because these 

are occurring within the individual. 

While there was a significant effect for type of example on the level of social-

psychological thought for the Man and the Fountain story, this finding only approached 

significance for the Louis Braille story. Taken together, however, these findings reveal 

an area that should be followed up with further research in order to further investigate 
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possible differences in ease with which students use, and engage in higher levels of 

social-psychological thought about, different methods of characterization. 

Grade effects on the social- psychological level of the responses on the dialogue, 

action, and mental states task were found for both the Man and the Fountain task and the 

Louis Braille tasks. For both stories, Grade 10 students significantly outperformed Grade 

4 students. This is consistent with McKeough's (1992) model of narrative development 

and previous research findings (Généreux, 1998; McKeough, 1992a, 1992b, 1996) which 

have provided evidence for increases in the use of interpretive level thought with age. 

For the Man by the Fountain task differences between Grade 10 students and Grade 7 

students and between Grade 7 and Grade 4 students were not significant. The trend was 

in the predicted direction, however. For the Louis Braille task Grade 10 students 

significantly outperformed Grade 7 and Grade 4 students. No difference was found, 

however, between the Grade 7 students and Grade 4 students. Again, where significance 

was not reached, the trend was in the predicted direction. 

For the multiple-choice questions on the Man and the Fountain task, there also 

was a significant effect of grade on the selection of the interpretive level response. For 

the multiple-choice questions on the Louis Braille task, this was not the case. There 

appear to have been some problems with the questions that resulted in similar 

performance across the three grade levels. For two items, there appeared to be a ceiling 

effect whereby all students (i.e., even the Grade 4 students) consistently chose the 

interpretive level response. These were questions 1 and 4 of the multiple choice task for 

which the majority of students at each grade level chose the interpretive level response. 

This may be due, in part, to differences between the Man and the Fountain and Louis 
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Braille stories. It appears that the Louis Braille story more explicitly describes the 

characters, leaving less room for interpreting characters, whereas the Man and the 

Fountain story was open to various levels of interpretation. This would make it easier for 

the Grade 4 students to choose the interpretive level responses to the multiple-choice 

items. 

For other items (e.g., multiple-choice questions 5 and 7), no one grade 

consistently chose the interpretive level response, thus suggesting poorly designed 

multiple-choice items. This is the first time this story and these multiple-choice items 

were used in research. If this multiple-choice task were to be used in this way for future 

research, further refinement of the items and piloting of the task would be necessary. 

There is another possibility that explains why performance across the three grades 

was even on this task. The Louis Braille story may have been an easier one for the 

students to understand. As well, Grade 4 students may be more familiar with the story of 

Louis Braille because it is covered within the elementary school curriculum. This may 

have allowed for stronger performance by the younger students. These were not, 

however, the only factor at play with regard to the multiple-choice subtask. As 

previously decribed, issues relating to a ceiling effect, as well as problematic questions 

for which no grade consistently chose the item that was designed as the interpretive level 

response, also existed. 

Limitations of the Study 

While overall support for the predicted developmental trends was evident and 

cross-task and cross-measure generalizability for Case's (1985, 1992) theory and 

McKeough's (1992) model were established, there are several limitations that must be 
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acknowledged. First, a limited sample size and multiple analyses were used for this 

study. Ideally a greater number of participants would have been included in the study, 

however, several issues precluded this alternative. The effect on classroom time makes it 

difficult for some schools and teachers to commit to such a project. A great volume of 

data was also collected for this study and time-intense scoring procedures were used. 

Ideally, future studies could include a larger number of participants completing a smaller 

number of tasks. Second, the use of new measures, especially the Louis Braille multiple-

choice questions is a shortcoming. Further refinement procedures must be engaged in 

before use of that task would be warranted in future research. Third, previous research 

on psychological trait knowledge has revealed limited crosscultural generalizability. As 

such, the current findings must be interpreted in light of the focus of our western culture. 

These results would not necessarily be generalizable to other cultures where there is less 

of a focus on individuality. Fourth, because average students in middle-class schools 

were selected, these results do not necessarily generalize to students at lower or higher 

ends of the ability or socio-economic spectrums. Fifth, the issue of potential gender 

differences in levels of social-psychological thought was not investigated in the current 

study. It is important that future research studies focus on this area. Sixth, fictional and 

non-fictional narratives were used in order to provide some generalizability across the 

English Language Arts curriculum. However, caution must be used in generalizing to 

student's understanding of characters within other content domains (e.g., history) or to 

real life thinking of others until research in these areas is completed. 
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Educational and Practical Implications 

It is important that developmental research findings be regarded in the 

development of appropriate curriculum requirements for students across all grade levels. 

Some practical implications arise from the current study for teachers instructing English 

Language Arts. For instance, these findings suggest that with age, there are changes in 

the ways students develop and understand characters. The documented developmental 

progression can be used as a rubric for instruction in characterization. Certainly, in 

keeping with current educational practices, modifications should be made for students at 

both the lower and upper levels of ability. In general, however, encouraging students in 

Grade 4 to include reference to mental states in their narratives and to identify examples 

of characters' mental states in stories they read should be emphasized. By Grade 7, 

students should be encouraged to begin thinking of long-standing personality traits, 

enduring psychological states, and personal history in developing their characters. 

Similarly, an emphasis upon interpreting characters in terms of such elements would be 

most appropriate. By Grade 10, a greater emphasis can be placed upon developing more 

complex and multi-faceted characters and upon interpreting characters in terms of their 

social context. 

Another implication of the current study involves the methods used to develop 

characters within stories. These findings suggest that dialogue may be the aspect of 

characterization that students find easiest to engage in higher levels of reflection upon. 

Similarly, in teaching students to create characters, an emphasis upon their use of 

dialogue to inform readers about characters would be appropriate. While all three 

methods should certainly be used (i.e., dialogue, actions, and mental states), an initial 
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emphasis on this aspect of characterization may be most beneficial particularly for 

students in Grade 4 who have just consolidated an intentional structure. Reflecting upon 

characters' mental states appears to be the most difficult of the three methods 

investigated for students across the grades. Current results also suggest that an emphasis 

on reflection about mental states wil l prove most difficult for younger students. A greater 

emphasis upon dialogue and less emphasis on actions and mental states would be most 

appropriate for Grade 4 students. With increasing grade level, however, more emphasis 

on reflection upon motivations for actions and upon mental states would be appropriate. 

Theoretical Implications and Directions for Future Research 

While no predictions were made regarding students' abilities to engage in 

interpretive level thought about their own characters (i.e., narrative composition task) 

versus characters in stories they had read (i.e., narrative response tasks), this may be an 

interesting area for further research. Initial investigation of means indicates that students 

of all ages tended to provide higher percentages of interpretive level thought about 

characters in the narrative response tasks than in the narrative composition tasks. If this 

was in fact the case, it could be postulated that this is due to what Rabinowitz (1987) 

referred to as the difference between the narrative audience versus the authorial audience. 

The authorial audience requires a double consciousness whereby the author must remain 

aware of the synthetic or artificial component of character while simultaneously being 

aware of the mimetic, or real, as well as the thematic aspects of character. The narrative 

audience, however, allows for the synthetic aspect of character to be set aside. Students 

would thus be able to have more free working memory space in order to think about 

characters when not having the added responsibility of developing the characters 
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themselves. Further research in this area could prove beneficial for educators teaching 

the concepts of character development and character interpretation. The implication may 

be that practice with the interpretation of characters initially could assist with 

advancements in the development one's own characters. 

Overall, findings from the current study provide significant support for the 

hypothesis stating that older children use more interpretive level thought than younger 

children. These findings provide further support for the use of McKeough's (1996) and 

Généreux's (1998) scoring schemes for social-psychological thought as initial 

frameworks for understanding characterization. Continued research is necessary, 

however, in order to further determine the progression from late adolescence through 

early adulthood. Future research also could center around further specifying how 

interpretive level thought about characters emerges. More subtle differences in how 

children use enduring psychological traits to describe characters should be investigated. 

There appeared to be differences in the types of interpretive level character descriptors 

that the students used. When Grade 4 students used interpretive character descriptors 

these were most often enduring psychological traits (i.e., one or two word descriptors). 

Older students tended to use many of these as well, however they also used more 

elaborate descriptors involving two or three sentences that situated the character within a 

social context through details regarding personal history, self-reflection, and perspective-

taking. Genereux's (1998) scoring scheme allows for "simplistic" character traits (i.e., 

terms that younger children use spontaneously but do not necessarily fully understand, 

such as, shy, kind, etc.) to be scored at the same level as more complex uses of 

characterization. Whereas younger students often used one-word simplistic "enduring 



113 

psychological traits", older students used these as well but also tended to use several 

sentences to describe a character's enduring psychological trait (thus demonstrating a 

more complex thought process). Based on the scoring scheme used for this study, 

however, both students would receive the same score of level 3 interpretive thought. 

Future research could focus on understanding not only what develops in interpretive 

thought but also how students express what they know. That is, linguistic knowledge, 

such as their use of figurative language (e.g. metaphor) and literary devices, such as, 

flashback could be investigated in order to determine how social-psychological thought 

and linguistic knowledge work together to produce more advanced uses of 

characterization. Potential gender differences in the use of characterization also should 

be explored in future research. 

Differences in interpretive level thought about characters are an interesting 

direction for future research, particularly i f the three substages of vectorial (interpretive) 

thought could be described in greater detail. Perhaps future research could center around 

further categorizing interpretive level character descriptors into some kind of hierarchical 

order. 

This highlights the fact that there are limitations to how much we can tap the 

inner cognitive workings of students by getting observable data. Certainly we can obtain 

a sense of the qualitative differences in the types of character descriptors being used by 

younger (i.e., 10-year-old) versus older (i.e., 16-year-old) students. Even though there 

are discernible qualitative differences, it is sometimes difficult to develop a scoring 

scheme that is sensitive enough to capture these subtle differences. However, 

McKeough's (1992) and Généreux's (1998) scoring schemes provide useful frameworks 
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from which to further investigate the development of the concept of characterization. 

The current findings also assist in expanding upon how narrative knowledge develops 

with age. Perhaps future research could combine aspects of Bruner's (1991) features of 

narrative as it relates to characterization with refinements in McKeough's (1996) and 

Généreux's (1998) scoring schemes for social-psychological thought. Think-aloud 

protocols may be useful in investigating similarities and differences between character 

development and character interpretation whereby students are asked to intermittently 

provide the researcher with information about their thought processes. Further 

investigation across literary genres and content domains is also an important area for 

future research, as this would add further depth to our understanding of children's use of 

characterization. Collaboration between developmental researchers and educational 

curriculum developers is necessary. For instance, studies regarding the instruction 

methods used by educators and their effectiveness in assisting students with character 

development would be an integral component of further research investigations. Through 

such efforts, educators may assist students in capitalizing upon advances in their capacity 

for interpretive level thought such that they more completely enjoy narratives and 

become omniscient authors. 
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Appendix A 

Prototypic example of an 8-year-old's story: 

In the following example, earning money is the sub-problem that must be 

resolved prior to the resolution of the main goal of owning a horse. 

Once upon a time a little girl was walking down the street and she seen a happy 

horse that she wanted to buy. But she had not enough money. So she ran home 

to tell her dad that i f she could buy the horse and earn all the - and earn some 

money. And her dad said yeah. So she kept - so she was living in a cottage and 

was chopping down some trees. And on Monday she went back to that store and 

she seen the horse and she bought it and she went home and she went for a ride 

on it to the river (McKeough et al., 1996, p. 8). 
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Prototypic example of a 10-year-old's story: 

The story to follow provides an example of an integrated plot. 

Sandy was a beautiful and kind girl. She lived with a loving family, but Sandy 

had a problem, she was deaf. She was born with it. She is 10 now and her hearing had 

got a little better but not moch. She hated it when other people made fun of her. Sandy 

kept telling herself that somehow she would get better, somehow. 

One day she was reading the newspaper and she saw a place where she could be 

trained to read lips. Quickly she showed the ad to her mom. Her mom told her she 

couldn't go through all that yet. When Sandy heard that she ran to her room and cried. 

Even though her mother told her she couldn't go, she was determined to 

somehow. She decided that she could tell her father and i f he said no she wasn't going to 

communicate with her parents ever again. 

Next day she asked her friend (named Caroline) what she thought about the idea. 

Caroline loved the idea because she was also deaf. 

That night Sandy asked her father what he thought about it. Her father also liked 

the idea. So finally her parents decided to talk it over while she went to her room. Sandy 

waited anxiously in her room. Finally it was time to come out. Her parents decided that 

she could go to the place where she could learn to read lips. Sandy hugged her parents 

and thanked them. She danced across the room to get to her bedroom. She nelt down in 

front of her bed and said a prayer of thanks to God. 

2 years later when she and Caroline finished the school they could talk to people 

and read lips easily. Sandy thought she was the happiest person on earth because she had 

solved her problem (McKeough et al., 1996, pp. 12-13). 
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Prototypic example of a 12-year-old's story: 

This excerpt illustrates the use of states and traits ("very upset lately" and 

"usually a lot of fun to be around") as well as the interpretation of immediate experiences 

in terms of the past (e.g., "I 'm starting to think that Sandy's parents gave her too much 

attention before the baby"). 

M y friend's mother has had a baby. It's been about a month or so since her 

mother came out of the hospital. My friend has been very upset lately because her mom 

has not been paying much attention to her, her dad is on a very long business trip to 

Dallas, Texas, but he should be coming home soon. So that also causes a problem, the 

main problem is that my friend Sandy isn't getting as much attention as she wants, and 

she is beginning to hate the baby. I try to tell her that the baby isn't the problem, the 

problem is that her mother doesn't realize that she is ignoring Sandy. 

I know for a fact, though, that Sandy's parents love her very much, and they treat 

her quite well. I'm starting to think that Sandy's parents gave her too much attention 

before the baby. I've told sandy that she should talk to her mother about this problem, 

but she won't, she's scared that her mom wil l get angry.... 

Sandy is usually a lot of fun to be around, but lately she talks about how the baby 

is destroying her life. I think it would be neat to have a baby in the family, as you can 

tell, Sandy disagrees. 
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Prototypic example of a 14-year-old's story: 

In the following example the teenage protagonist is not only in conflict with some 

of her friends, she is also experiencing inner turmoil because she is torn between wanting 

to be part of the in-crowd and wanting to break away from them so she can be her own 

person. 

That's the problem with some of my friends. Popularity is such an important 

thing to them. If your not popular you're definitely not one of them. I don't think they 

ever really accepted me. Sometimes I hate the way they criticize and make fun of people 

who don't live up to their standards. 

You know when you think about it it's all very stupid. I mean it wasn't long ago 

when I would have done anything to get into their group, and now that I'm with them I ' l l 

do almost anything to get out. I've just got to break apart from them slowly and 

hopefully find people that know the meaning of friendship. I can't wait for the day to 

come. The day that I can be me and the day when someone will like me just for being 

myself. (McKeough et al., 1996, p. 16-18). 
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Appendix B 

Man by the Fountain by George Hebbelinck 
(Purves, 1973) 

As always, John Deweck sat by the fountain. 

The spring sun was shining through the bubbling foam of the fountain. The 
children played in the water. They sailed their toy boats back and forth across the large 
pond. Over the wide world the fountain sang. A stream of water shot up towards the 
clouds. Liquid splashed loudly into bowls of marble. 

John Deweck sat on his usual bench, speaking to no one. There were a few rules 
he stubbornly followed. People said such bad things about each other. He no longer 
listened to their foolish talk. He was interested now only in students and soldiers, in 
young girls and boys. Young people fascinated him. He knew many things and had 
forgotten even more. He longed for youth and he approached death unwillingly. 

One by one the visitors to the fountain left the park. It was time for lunch. John 
smiled without knowing why. Now that he was alone, it seemed to him that he was the 
head keeper of the park. It was Thursday. The day on which his wife always used to serve 
him fresh ocean fish and potatoes as round as marbles. She had been able to work 
miracles with a potato. Since her death he had fallen into poor eating habits. Three slices 
of bread and jam in the morning. At noon, often not even a bite. Round about five, some 
lumpy porridge and some fruit. Usually a sour apple that he would buy at the market by 
the boat dock. Sour apples, he believed, kept the mind clean and sharp. 

He sat now alone with the violence of the fountain. 

Maybe some little boy would turn up? He really wanted to have a serious 
conversation. With eyes that could still see very well, he looked up and down the street 
that led to the edge of the town. Far off in the distance, as in a dream, the little boy came 
into view. The youngster, about six years old, came running up to him and flopped down 
on the bench. The boy gazed spellbound at the tiny waves on the surface of the pond and 
at the dragons letting the water flow over their green bodies. 

"Hello, young man," said John Deweck. 

The child stared at him but said nothing. 
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"Isn't it your dinner time?" 

"I'm not hungry," said the boy. "I eat once a day. Raw buffalo-meat, as I roam the 
prairie on my horse." 

"Well now," said John Deweck, "Well now...who might you be then?" 

The boy looked at him full of pride. 

"I am the last of the Mohicans. I lost all my Indian friends. They were caught in 
an ambush. But I sensed danger and escaped. Now I wander alone through the wood and 
valley..." 

"But where are your feathers?" asked old John sternly. 

The child gazed at him with lively interest. Tiny flames flickered in the boy's 
golden eyes. He sparkled with excitement. 

"I don't wear my feathers in enemy country," he said in a whisper. "But still, I'm 
on the war-path. I've no war paint on but I am at war. I am the last of my tribe. Are you 
my friend or enemy?" 

"What a thing to ask! M y name is John. I have always been the enemy of the 
buffaloes and the friend of the Indians. I made a deal signed in blood with the Indians 
long ago. Now I am too old for the hunt. Against whom are you at war?" 

"Against the tribe of grown-ups," answered the boy. "They threaten my hunting-
grounds and my freedom. They don't understand a thing. How can an Indian live in 
stuffy school-buildings?" 

" O f course he can't," said John. "I'm all for freedom, too. But still, I think school 
is necessary..." 

The youngster threw him a suspicious look. 

"Maybe you're a spy," he said thoughtfully. "The enemy is sly." 

John Deweck gave a high-pitched laugh. 

"Nonsense," he said. "Take a look around. We're quite alone here. No, I'm not a 
member of the tribe of grown-ups." 
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"How strange," said the boy. "So old, yet still a good Indian." 

The old man gave a loud sniff. He held his hand out to the young boy. 

"Peace," he said, "and many scalps." 

" I ' l l tell you my adventure," said the boy, " i f you can keep a secret." 

"Even i f I was being tortured, I wouldn't give your secret away," answered John. 

"This morning I had to go hunt for buffalo. As you know, the time has come for 
the hunt to begin. I was creeping out of the kitchen when dad caught me by the hair. He 
spanked me for not being ready for school. I didn't make a sound. Only being clever 
could save me. So I let myself be led to Hook Nose." 

"Who is Hook Nose?" 

"The school principal," replied the boy. "He's not strong but he's terribly clever. 
He laughed like a wild horse and said he would make me write lines on the board after 
school. At 10 o'clock, during break, I sneaked out the gate. I ran as fast as I could. I don't 
want to go home again. M y homeland is the prairie. Tonight I'm looking for a boat and 
tomorrow I ' l l be sailing across the seas." 

John Deweck looked at the fountain. As full of energy as life itself, it leapt up 
towards the light of the endless sky. There were statues of youthful angels in the fountain 
pond. Splashed with water, the angels blew on their horns as i f to warn of coming danger. 

A wrinkle formed on John Deweck's aged forehead. 

"It's not going to be an easy plan," he said sadly. 

"I must get a boat," said the boy stubbornly. "You've got to help me." 

Heavy clouds drifted towards the spring sun. The birds were silent in the trimmed 
trees. 

"First come and eat in my teepee," said John Deweck in an unsteady voice. 
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"I'm not hungry." 

"You can't refuse bread and salt..." 

The boy thought this over. 

"You speak the truth," he said. "I must set out on my long journey free from 
hunger. But I shall not eat meat." 

"Bread and salt, O warrior..." replied John. 

The boy trotted at the old man's side, looking neither left nor right. He thought of 
the wild smells of the prairie. He had met an old buffalo-hunter who gave him very 
valuable tips. 

They stepped into the police station. The door closed behind them with a bang. 
The boy looked about him and understood. 

He sat down on a bench and freely gave information to a fat man with a badge. 
The boy's head sank on his chest. He did not even glance at John Deweck. 

The car arrived shortly afterwards. The father stepped out and thanked the old 
man. The boy took his place in the car. Suddenly, he turned to John Deweck. 

"You belong to the tribe of grown-ups," he said. "I wil l pay for it by being 
tortured by the enemy. I hate you." 

He spat on the ground. 

"What did he say?" asked the father. 

"That you should be good to him and make him happy," said John Deweck. 

Father and son vanished in a cloud of dust. 

"The youth of today," grunted the policeman. 

Slowly the old man walked through the streets of the little town. 

He was never seen again by the fountain. 
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Appendix C 

The Man by the Fountain 

1. What does the phrase, "Since her death he had fallen into poor eating habits" tell us 
about the old man? 

a. When his wife was alive, she prepared his meals and he relied on her. 
b. Since his wife died, he doesn't eat properly. 
c. Since his wife died, he has lost interest in many things he had once enjoyed. 
d. He doesn't need as much food as he used to. 

2. When the boy says that he is at war "against the tribe of grown ups" this means that... 

a. The boy does not accept the values placed on him by society. 
b. The boy has a vivid imagination. 
c. The boy really believes he is an Indian. 
d. The boy does not trust adults. 

3. Why did John Deweck take the boy to the police station? 

a. He knew he had to trick the boy because the boy wouldn't go on his own. 
b. He realized that he had a responsibility as an adult. 
c. He thought he might get a reward from the boy's parents. 
d. He is a liar. 

4. Why did the boy "not even glance at John Deweck" when they were in the police 
station? 

a. He was talking to the fat man with a badge. 
b. He was angry with the old man for bringing him to the police station. 
c. He felt betrayed by the old man. 
d. He was thinking of a way to escape from the police station. 
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5. Which of the following do you think is the best explanation for why the old man 
never went back to the fountain? 

a. He wanted a change in his life, so he moved away to another town. 
b. He finally gave up thinking that he could be young again. 
c. He was afraid the boy would be there again and would still be mad at him. 
d. He just got too old to walk anymore. 

6. Which of the following is the most important way in which the boy and the man in 
this story are similar to one another? 

a. They both would like to be Indian warriors hunting buffalo on the prairie. 
b. The man once was a school-boy, just like the boy. 
c. They both would like to be something other than what they actually are. 
d. They both like the fountain. 
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Appendix D 

from Louis Braille: The Boy Who Invented Books for the Blind 
by Margaret Davidson 

So the busy months passed. And Louis grew happier and happier with his life at 
school. Only one thing was wrong — but it was the most important thing of all. 

Louis was taking reading lessons. But it wasn't anything like what he had 
dreamed of for so long. In 1820 there was only one way for the blind to read. It was 
called raised print. Each letter of the alphabet was raised from the page. It stood up from 
the paper background so it could be felt with the fingers. This sounded easy. But it 
wasn't. 

Some of the letters were simple to feel. But others were almost impossible to tell 
apart. The Q's felt like O's. The O's felt like C's. The I's turned out to be T's and the R's 
were really B's . 

But Louis was determined. Again and again his fingers traced the raised letters 
until he could tell them apart — most of the time. Then letter by letter he began to feel 
out words. 

But it was so slow! Louis was one of the brightest boys in the school. But often 
even he forgot the beginning of a sentence before he got to the end of it. Then he had to 
go back the whole way and start over again. 

It would take months to read a single book this way! "This isn't really reading," 
Louis cried one day. "It's just a show-off trick!" 

"It's the best we can do," a teacher answered. "People have tried to find a better 
way for years." 

Louis knew this was true. He knew that people had tried so many things — raised 
letters, lowered letters, letters of stone and letters of string, letters of wax and letters of 
wood. One man had even made an alphabet of pins. Louis tried to imagine how it would 
feel to read a page of pins. Ouch! 
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Besides, Louis soon learned that in the entire school library there were just 
fourteen books. Just fourteen! And there were good reasons for this. The raised-print 
books were very expensive to make. Each one had to be made by hand. They were also 
big and hard to store. Each letter had to be at least three inches from top to bottom — or 
blind fingers could not feel it. So only a few words could fit on a page. 

No. Louis knew now that there would never be many books for the blind. Not the 
raised-print way. Then there must be another, better way! There just had to be! Soon that 
was all Louis could think — or talk — about. And his friends got good and tired of it. 

"Do shut up, Louis," they begged. 

"But it's so important!" Louis tried to explain. "Don't you see? Without books we 
can never really learn! But just think what we could grow up to be i f only we could read. 
Doctors or lawyers or scientists. Or writers even! Anything almost." 

" A l l right," one of the boys snapped. "We want to read too. Find us a way, i f 
you're so smart." 

"I can't," Louis cried. "I'm blind!" 

Then one day in the spring of 1821 Captain Charles Barbier came to the Institute. 
Captain Barbier had worked out a way for his soldiers to send messages to each other in 
the dark. He called it nightwriting. The Captain thought it might work for the blind too. 

Nightwriting used raised dots. A word was broken down into sounds. Each sound 
was given a different pattern of raised dots. The dots were pushed — or punched — into 
heavy sheets of paper with a long pointed tool called a stylus. When the paper was turned 
over, raised dots could be felt on the other side. 

Dots! At first the blind boys were very excited. There were so many things right 
about dots! They were so small —just feel how many fit under a single fingertip. And 
they were so easy to feel ! 

But before long the boys knew that many things were wrong with Captain 
Barbier's nightwriting, too. There were so many things it would not do. There was no 
way to make capital letters or write numbers. There was no way to make periods or 
commas or exclamation points. It took up far too much room. But most of all it was so 
hard to learn and hard to feel. 
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Nightwriting might work well enough for soldiers to send simple notes like 
"advance" or "enemy is behind you." But it was no way to read or write many words. It 
was no way to make many books for the blind. 

So nightwriting was a failure. Did that mean dots were a failure too? Louis didn't 
think so. As the days passed it was all he could think of. He even dreamed of dots at 
night. 

And before long Louis made up his mind. He was going to do it himself. He was 
going to work out a way for the blind to really read and write with dots! Quickly and 
easily. At least he was going to try with all his heart and mind. 

Louis set right to work. He was almost never without his tools now. Wherever he 
went he took heavy sheets of paper, a board to rest them on, and his stylus — the long, 
thin tool for punching dots. (The stylus was shaped almost exactly like an awl — the tool 
that had made Louis blind.) 

Captain Barbier soon heard that someone was trying to make his nightwriting 
better. He hurried to the Institute to see who it was. 

Louis was excited when he learned he was going to meet Captain Barbier, the 
man who had invented nightwriting. It was Captain Barbier who had worked with dots in 
the first place! Would the Captain like his ideas? Louis hoped so! 

But things went wrong from the start. Captain Barbier's eyebrows rose with 
surprise as Louis tapped into the room. He had been expecting a man. Not a twelve-year-
old boy! Louis couldn't see the look on Captain Barbier's face. But he could hear the 
chill in his voice. 

"I hear you think you have worked out some improvements on my system," the 
Captain said. 

"Yes...yes, sir," Louis answered. 

"Well?" 

"Sir...?" said Louis, confused. 

"Explain, explain!" 



139 

Louis tried. But the more he talked, the more he could tell that Captain Barbier 
wasn't really listening. 

But Louis kept trying. "S. . . sir. One thing that must be worked out. We must find 
a way for words to . . . to be spelled the same way again and again." 

"Why?" said the Captain. His voice was cold as ice. 

"So . . . so we can have books — many books." 

"Why?" the Captain asked again. Captain Barbier was like many other people in 
Louis's day. He felt sorry for blind people. He would never be cruel to them. But he did 
not think they were as smart as other people — people who could see. He thought blind 
people should be satisfied with simple things — like being able to read short notes and 
signs and directions. He certainly didn't think they needed many books! 

"Is that all?" said the Captain. 

"Yes . . . " Louis was almost whispering now. 

"Very interesting," Captain Barbier snapped. "I will think about it." But Louis 
knew he would not. Captain Barbier was a proud man — too proud. He was used to 
giving orders and having them obeyed. He might have been able to accept these ideas 
from another man. But from a boy? A half-grown child? No, he didn't like it. He didn't 
like it at all! 

Captain Barbier said a few more stiff words. Then with a bang of the door he was 
gone. 

Louis sighed. He knew he would get no help from the Captain. He would have to 
work alone. 

The Alphabet of Dots 

Louis tried not to waste a single minute. Even when he was home on vacation, he worked 
on his dots. Often his mother would pack him a lunch of bread and cheese and fruit, and 
he would wander out to sit on some sunny hillside. Other times he sat by the side of the 
road, bent over his paper and board. "There is Louis, making his pinprick," the neighbors 
said with a smile as they passed. What was he doing? Was it some kind of a game the 
blind boy was playing to keep himself busy? Louis didn't try to explain. He just went on 
punching patterns of dots. 
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At home in Coupvray Louis had plenty of free time to work on his experiments. 
At school it was not nearly so easy. There were so many other things to do. Louis had to 
go to class. He had to spend an hour or two in one of the workshops every day. He had to 
practice his music and do his homework. He had to eat meals with the rest of the boys — 
or someone would come looking for him. 

But Louis still found time to work on his ideas. He worked in bits and pieces. He 
worked before breakfast. And between classes. He worked after dinner. And late at night. 

That was the best time of all. The boys were all asleep, and everything was quiet. 
Hour after hour Louis bent over his board, experimenting with different patterns of dots. 

Sometimes he got so tired he fell asleep sitting up. Sometimes he became so 
excited he forgot what time it was and worked until he heard the milk wagons rattling by 
under his window. Louis would raise his head with surprise then. For he knew it was 
early morning. He had worked the whole night through again! Then Louis would crawl 
into bed to nap for an hour or two — before he had to get up yawning for breakfast and 
his first class. 

Louis's friends became more and more worried about him. 

"You never sleep!" 

"Half the time you forget to eat!" 

"And for what ?" a third boy snapped. " A wild goose chase! That's what!" 

"Maybe you're right," Louis always answered them softly. And he kept on 
working. 

Three years went by — three years of hard work and trying and not quite 
succeeding. 

Sometimes Louis got so tired he could hardly lift his hand. And sometimes he 
became very, very discouraged. 

Again and again Louis had simplified Captain Barbier's patterns of dots. But still 
they were not simple enough. No, reading with dots was still too hard. 
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Were the boys right? Was this a wild goose chase? Men had been working on this 
problem for hundreds of years — smart men, important men, older men. And one after 
another they had failed. Who did he think he was? What right did he have to think he 
could do better than they? "Sometimes I think I ' l l ki l l myself i f I don't succeed," Louis 
said to Gabriel. 

Then Louis had a new and very different idea. It seemed so simple — after he'd 
had it. Captain Barbier's nightwriting had been based on sounds. But there were so many 
sounds in the French language. Sometimes it took almost a hundred dots to write out a 
simple word. This was far, far too many to feel easily with the fingertips. But what i f he 
used dots in a different way? What i f the patterns of dots didn't stand for sounds at all? 
What i f they stood for the letters of the alphabet instead? There were only twenty-six of 
them, after all! 

Louis was filled with excitement. He was sure he was right! Now he worked even 
harder. And everything began to fall into place. 

First Louis took a pencil and marked six dots on a heavy piece of paper. He called 
this six-dot pattern a cell. It looked like this: 

O o 

o o 

o o 

He numbered each dot in the cell: 

1 o o 4 
2 o o 5 
3 o o 6 



Then he took his stylus and raised dot number one — that would stand for A 

a 

• o 

o o 

o o 

He raised dots number one and two — and that would stand for B: 

b 

• o 

• o 

o o 

Raised dots number one and four would be C: 

c 

• • 
o o 

o o 
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Louis made letter after letter. And when he was finished Louis Braille's alphabet 
of dots looked like this: 

a b c d e f 8 • o • o • • • • • o • • • • 
o o • o o o o • o • • 0 • • 
o o o o o o o o o o o o o o 

h i j k 1 m n 
• o o • o • • o • o • • • • 
• • • o • • o o • o o o o • 
o o o o o o • o • o • o • o 

0 p q r s t u 
• o • • • • • o o • o • • o 
o • • o • • • • • o • • o o 
• o • o • o • o • o • o • • 

V w X y z 
• o o • • • • • • o 
• o • • o o o • o • 
• • o • • • • • • • 

Louis ran his fingers over his alphabet. It was so simple! So simple! Fifteen-year-
old Louis Braille felt like shouting or crying or laughing out loud. A l l the letters of the 
alphabet had been made out of the same six dots — used over and over again in different 
patterns! He knew it wouldn't look like much of anything to people who could see. But it 
wasn't supposed to! It was meant to be felt! Quickly. Easily. And it worked! 
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Appendix E 

Louis Braille: The Boy Who Invented Books for the Blind 

1. Why did Louis put so much time and energy into developing his "alphabet of dots"? 

a. There were only 14 books in his school library and he had already read all of them. 
b. He needed a hobby to spend his spare time on. 
c. It was more interesting than his school work. 
d. He thought blind people could be educated and contribute to society. 

2. The invention of Braille... 

a. Was entirely the result of Louis' hard work and dedication. 
b. Should really be considered Captain Barbier's invention. 
c. Was the result of Louis ' hard work, but it would not have happened without Barbier 's  

idea for nightwriting. 
d. Almost didn't happen because Barbier refused to help Louis. 

3. Louis "was almost whispering now" while speaking with the Captain because... 

a. He realized he wouldn 't get any help from Captain Barbier. 
b. He was losing his voice because he had been talking so much. 
c. He didn't want anyone else to hear about his great ideas. 
d. He was afraid of Captain Barbier. 

4. When Louis said "sometimes I think I ' l l kil l myself i f I don't succeed" he means 
that... 

a. He was afraid that i f he did not find a way for blind people to read that his friends  
would make fun of him. 

b. He knew there would be no point in living i f there were no more books for him to 
read. 

c. He had made a bet with his friend that he would find a way for blind people to read 
and he did not want to lose that bet. 

d. He wanted so much to find a way for blind people to read that he did not think he  
could live with failure. 
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5. Louis' friends became more and more worried about him because... 

a. He was not sleeping or eating properly and they thought he might Ret sick. 
b. They thought that Louis was crazy. 
c. Louis never spent any time with them ever since he decided to come up with a way 

for blind people to read. 
d. They felt that Louis had become too focussed on finding a way for blind people to  

read. 

6. What did the other kids think of the fact that Louis was working so hard to develop a 
way for blind people to read? 

a. They thought he did not like to spend his time doing the things that other kids liked to 
d a 

b. They thought he had set his mind on it and he was the type of person who doesn't give  
up. 

c. They thought he really hated not being able to read anything he wanted. 
d. They thought he was too worried about something that should be left to grown-ups. 

7. Captain Barbier is best described by which statement.... 

a. He was a compassionate man who really wanted to help blind people. 
b. He was a stern man who was used to having everyone follow his orders. 
c. He was a man who pitied blind people but he did not think they could learn to read. 
d. He was a man of few words. 
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Appendix F 

"Hello. M y name is Barbara Wigmore MacLeod. I am a student from the 
University of Calgary. Right now I am working on a project for a Ph.D. degree. M y main 
interests center around how children change and grow with age. Specifically, I am 
interested in how students of different ages write and understand stories. 

Your teacher has agreed to allow me to work with you and to ask you to complete 
a few tasks that are very similar to the types of things you do every day in class. This wil l 
be part of your regular English Language Arts work and your teacher wil l grade your 
stories and answers however s/he would like. As for my part, I wi l l only read and use 
your information for my study i f both you and your parents give your permission. I wil l 
visit your class about 4 times to ask you to do different things. On the first day I wil l ask 
you to write a story and to answer a few questions. On the second day I wil l ask you to 
finish up your stories and to answer a few more questions. On the third day I visit, I will 
ask you to read and listen to a story and to answer some short-answer and multiple-choice 
questions. Finally, on the fourth day, I wil l ask you to read and listen to a different story 
and to answer some short-answer and multiple-choice questions. I am just interested in 
learning how students at different ages write and understand stories so I wil l be looking at 
the kinds of answers that your class gives, overall. I wil l not be comparing individual 
answers. 

Here I have some "Letters of Information" and some permission forms that I 
would like you to take home to your parents. You and your parents can read the letters 
and decide whether or not you would like to allow me to use your stories and answers as 
part of my study. Even i f you and your parents give your permission, you are free to 
change your mind i f you later decide that you do not want me to use your information for 
my study. Your teacher wil l still read your stories and answers because it is part of your 
regular classroom work, but I will only read and use your information i f you are sure that 
it is okay. 

Does anyone have any questions? 

Further elaboration was provided as necessary. 
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Appendix G 

Dear Parent/Guardian, 

M y name is Barbara Wigmore MacLeod. I am a graduate student in the Faculty of 
Education (Division of Applied Psychology) at the University of Calgary, conducting a 
research project under the supervision of Dr. Anne McKeough, as part of the 
requirements for a Ph.D. degree. I am writing to provide information regarding my 
research project entitled "Narrative Development in the 4th, 7th, and 10th Grades: The 
Progression of the Concept of Characterization" so that you can make an informed 
decision regarding your child's participation. 

The purpose of the study is to investigate how students' understanding of 
characters in stories develops with age. I wil l be looking at how students develop 
characters within their own fictional stories, as well as their understanding of characters 
in a fictional/literary story and a biographical/historical story. I am interested in overall 
group performance rather than individual student performance. 

Your child's classroom or English Language Arts teacher has agreed to allow me 
to use three main tasks as part of his/her regular classroom instruction. These tasks wil l 
be very similar to those that students typically complete on a regular basis within the 
classroom. Your child wil l be asked to write a story about someone who has a problem he 
or she would like to solve and to then describe the main character. On two other 
occasions your child wil l be asked to read and listen to (i.e., the stories wil l also be 
presented in audiotaped format to ensure comprehension) two stories and to answer 
questions provided in short-answer and multiple-choice format. The tasks wil l be 
presented as part of the regular class requirements and wil l be graded by the teacher as 
s/he sees fit. However, only those stories and responses by students who have agreed to 
participate, and whose parents have given permission for them to participate in my study, 
wil l be read and analyzed by the researcher. To clarify, all students in the class wil l 
participate in the tasks as part of the teacher's requirements for the English Language 
Arts curriculum, however, only the data of students whose parents gave permission wil l 
be read and analyzed by the researcher for purposes of her study. The tasks wil l take 
place during regular English Language Arts class time and wil l occur during 
approximately 4 classes over a two-week period. You should be aware that even i f you 
give your permission, your child is free to withdraw at any time, for any reason, and 
without penalty, by indicating to the teacher or researcher that s/he does not want his/her 
information to be used for the study. 

In order to ensure valid comparisons between groups, it wil l also be necessary to 
determine whether your child performed within the Acceptable range on his/her most 
recent Provincial Achievement Test (English Language Arts score) and to determine 
whether s/he is performing within the average range in English Language Arts according 
to his or her teacher. Every effort wil l be made to ensure that confidentiality of the 
participants is maintained. To ensure anonymity, all of the data collected wil l be labelled 
according to each child's assigned personal identification number. This personal 
identification number, along with the corresponding master list of names, will be stored 
in a locked filing cabinet in the home of the researcher. A l l records wil l be similarly 
stored. Access wil l be available only to the researcher and her advisor. A l l data shall be 
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destroyed three years after completion of the analysis. Additionally, any reference to 
performance or comments in academic presentations and reports wil l be reported 
anonymously. It is expected that your child wil l enjoy the narrative tasks and that s/he 
wil l encounter no greater risks than are usually encountered in daily life. The results of 
this study wil l assist educational researchers in better understanding how students at 
various age levels write and understand stories and story characters. At the end of the 
study, the researcher wil l return to your child's class and wil l provide a summary of 
general results. In addition, your child wil l be provided with a "Summary of Findings" to 
take home for you to read. 

If you have any questions, please feel free to contact myself at 283-9516, or my 
supervisor, Dr. Anne McKeough at 220-5723. If you have any questions or issues 
concerning this project that are not related to the specifics of the research, you may also 
contact the Research Services Office at 220-3782 and ask for Mrs. Patricia Evans. Two 
copies of the consent form are provided. If you agree to allow your child to participate in 
this study, please return one signed copy of the consent form to your child's school by 
(date) and retain the other copy for your records. 

Thank you for your consideration. 

Sincerely, 

Barbara Wigmore MacLeod, M . A . 
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Appendix H 

Research Project Title: Narrative Development in the 4 t h, 7 t h, and 10 th Grades: The Progression 
of the Concept of Characterization 

Investigators: Barbara Wigmore MacLeod, Dr. Anne McKeough (Advisor) 

This consent form, a copy of which has been given to you, is only part of the process of informed 
consent. It should give you the basic idea of what the research is about and what your child's 
participation will involve. If you would like more detail about something mentioned here, or 
information not included here, you should feel free to ask. Please take the time to read this 
carefully and to understand any accompanying information. 

The purpose of this research project is to investigate how students' understanding of characters in 
stories develops with age. Students' development of characters within their own fictional stories, 
as well as their understanding of characters in a fictional/literary story and a 
biographical/historical story wil l be of interest. The interest is in overall group performance rather 
than individual student performance. Classes of students in Grades 4, 7, and 10 will be asked to 
participate in the study and comparisons will be made among these grades. 

I understand that my child will be asked to write a story about someone who has a problem he or 
she would like to solve and to then describe the main character. On two other occasions my child 
wi l l be asked to read and listen to (i.e., the stories wil l also be presented in audiotaped format to 
ensure comprehension) two stories and to answer questions provided in short-answer and 
multiple-choice format. A l l of the tasks are expected to be completed during four English 
Language Arts classes over a two-week period. 

I understand that participation in the above-mentioned tasks wil l be part of the regular classroom 
requirements and that my child's teacher may use the information for grades as s/he sees fit. 
However, my child's stories and responses wil l only be read by the researcher and used for the 
study if 1 provide my consent by signing this form. I understand that my child's participation in 
this study may be terminated at any time by my request by making this known to the classroom 
teacher and/or the researcher. M y child is free to withdraw participation at any time throughout 
the study by letting the teacher and/or researcher know that s/he does not want his/her stories and 
questionnaire responses to be used for the study. Participation in this project and/or withdrawal 
from this project wil l not affect my request or receipt of other services from the school board or 
the university. 

I also understand that it wil l be necessary for the researcher to know whether my child's teacher 
considers him/her to be currently performing within the average range in English Language Arts 
and whether or not my child performed within the acceptable range in English Language Arts on 
his/her most recent Provincial Achievement Test. I understand that all of the data collected will 
be labelled according to my child's assigned personal identification number to maintain 
anonymity and that this personal identification number, along with the corresponding master list 
of names, wil l be kept in a locked filing cabinet in the researcher's home. In addition, 1 
understand that all information from my child wil l be destroyed three years after completion of 
the analyses. 

I understand that some segments of narratives may be used to present these findings to 
professional and academic groups but that identifying information will be kept confidential and 
wil l not be released without my prior knowledge and written consent. 



150 

I understand that this research involves no risks beyond those normally experienced in daily life. 
While my child may not directly benefit from participation in the study, it is expected that s/he 
wil l enjoy the narrative tasks and will gain a sense of pride from participating in a research 
project. Educators and researchers wil l benefit from an expansion of our knowledge of how 
children of various ages write and understand stories, and specifically how their understanding of 
story characters develops with age. These data will be used by the researcher, Barbara Wigmore 
MacLeod, a graduate student, for her Ph.D. Dissertation and will be viewed by the researcher's 
advisor, Dr. Anne McKeough. After completion of the analyses, the researcher will return to my 
child's class and wil l present the general findings in age-appropriate language. In addition, a 
"Summary of Findings" will be sent home with my child for me to read. 

Your signature on this form indicates that you have understood to your satisfaction the 
information regarding participation in the research project and agree to have your child 
participate as a subject. In no way does this waive your legal rights nor release the investigators, 
sponsors, or involved institutions from their legal and professional responsibilities. You are free 
to withdraw your child from the study at any time. Your continued participation should be as 
informed as your initial consent, so you should feel free to ask for clarification or new 
information throughout your child's participation. If you have further questions concerning 
matters related to this research, please contact Barbara Wigmore MacLeod at 283-9516, or her 
advisor, Dr. Anne McKeough at 220-5723. 

The investigator wi l l , as appropriate, explain to your child the research and his or her 
involvement, and wil l seek his or her ongoing cooperation throughout the project. 

If you have any questions or issues concerning this project that are not related to the specifics of 
the research, you may also contact the Research Services Office at 220-3782 and ask for Mrs. 
Patricia Evans. 

My signature below certifies that I DO consent to my child's participation in the project 
entitled "Narrative Development in the 4th, 7 , h, and 10th Grades: The Progression of the 
Concept of Characterization" as described above: 

Student's Name Student's Birthdate 

Parent/Guardian's Name (Print) Student's Signature 

Parent/Guardian's Signature Date 

Investigator and/or Delegate's Signature Date 

Witness' Signature Date 

A copy of this consent form has been given to you to keep for your records and reference. 




