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Abstract

Personal narratives make up more than half of children’s conversations. The ability to share
personal narratives helps build and maintain friendships, promotes physical and emotional
wellbeing, supports classroom participation, and underpins academic success and voca-
tional outcomes. Although personal narratives are a universal discourse genre, cross-cul-
tural and cross-linguistic research into children’s ability to share personal narratives is in its
infancy. The current study addresses this gap in the research by developing the Global
TALES protocol, a protocol comprising six scripted prompts for eliciting personal narratives
in school-age children (excited, worried, annoyed, proud, problem situation, something
important). We evaluated its feasibility with 249 ten-year-old children from 10 different coun-
tries, speaking 8 different languages, and analyzed researchers’ views on the process of
adapting the protocol for use in their own country/language. At group-level, the protocol elic-
ited discourse samples from all children, although individual variability was evident, with
most children providing responses to all six prompts. When investigating the topics of
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children’s personal narratives in response to the prompts, we found that children from
around the world share many commonalities regarding topics of conversation. Once again
individual variability was high, indicating the protocol is effective in prompting children to
share their past personal experiences without forcing them to focus on one particular topic.
Feedback from the participating researchers on the use of the protocol in their own countries
was generally positive, although several translation issues were noted. Based on our
results, we now invite clinical researchers from around the world to join us in conducting fur-
ther research into this important area of practice to obtain a better understanding of the
development of personal narratives from children across different languages and cultures
and to begin to establish local benchmarks of performance.

Introduction

Personal narratives, defined as accounts of personally experienced events, are one of the most
spontaneous and earliest developing forms of discourse [1], making up more than half of chil-
dren’s conversations [2]. Personal narratives assist people in understanding and processing
experiences [3]. As Fivush et al. [4] explained “it is as we create organised, explanatory
accounts of actions in the world, which are integrated with subjective thoughts and emotions
about those actions and outcomes, that we create meaning from these experiences” (p. 579).
The ability to share coherent personal narratives is critical for building and maintaining
friendships, physical and socio-emotional wellbeing, classroom participation, and success in
academic and vocational settings. Moreover, personal narratives are important when describ-
ing and interpreting past experiences, for example, times when visiting the doctor or when
describing a serious incident that happened at school.

Although the sharing of personal narratives is universal [5], little is known about how per-
sonal narratives are impacted by cultural differences. An understanding of the similarities and
differences in the personal narratives of children from a diverse range of languages and cultures
could increase their clinical utility for clinicians assessing language and communication across
languages and cultures. Despite the importance of personal narrative proficiency for participa-
tion in society, research and clinical efforts to date have tended to focus on fictional rather than
personal narratives [6, 7]. The current study addressed this gap in the research by developing a
protocol for eliciting personal narratives in school-age children and evaluating its feasibility
with 10-year-old children from 10 different countries, speaking 8 different languages.

The development of personal narrative skills

Children develop personal narrative abilities during the preschool years, with parental remi-
niscing style playing an important role in fostering children’s narrative development and auto-
biographical memory [8]. When sharing personal narratives, narrators tell the listener about
an event that has happened to them and convey the meaning of that event to the listener [9]. A
coherent personal narrative thus needs to include when, where, and what event took place,
including the narrators’ actions in a logical order, so that a naive listener can make sense of the
narrative. In addition, the personal narrative needs to convey what the event meant to the nar-
rator [10, 11].

Researchers have charted a general developmental trend in personal narrative proficiency
from pre-school into adolescence. For example, Peterson and McCabe [2] and McCabe [12]
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found that 3-year-olds tended to produce two-event narratives; 4-year-olds produced more
than two events but their events were often out of sequence; 5-year-olds were able to relate
past events in a logical order and conveyed the meaning of the event (i.e., included an evalua-
tion) without a resolution; by the age of 6, children produced what the researchers called a
‘classic’ narrative, containing at least two past events, a high point (evaluation), and a resolu-
tion. Reese et al. [11] investigated personal narrative coherence across a wider age-range, from
pre-school into adulthood, focusing on three dimensions: context (orientation to time and
place), chronology (the order of actions included), and theme (the meaning-making aspect of
the narrative). Three-to-five-year-old children produced narratives that were on topic, but
they often left out contextual information, and chronology was poor. School-age children pro-
vided some contextual information, and their performance on chronology improved. Chro-
nology continued to improve from young to mid-adolescence, and by the time young people
reached mid-adolescence they provided more specific contextual information. Finally, most of
the young adolescents’ personal narratives were on topic and elaborated, but they did not
always include a resolution or link to other autobiographical experiences.

Cultural variations in personal narrative development

Children tend to produce personal narratives that reflect not only the cultural style of their com-
munity (see [13] for a summary), but also its sociocultural norms [14]. Children generally start
sharing personal experiences from 2 years of age, often in conversation with their parents.
Parents scaffold these narrative interactions, providing the child with a basic overall structure.
As predicted by Vygotsky’s [15] sociocultural theory, this will become the prominent model
used by the child when creating personal narratives, which means that children’s personal narra-
tives are likely influenced by their parents’ narrative styles, values, and beliefs. Some parents use
an elaborative or topic-extending style in which they embellish previously introduced topics,
thereby lengthening the conversation. Others use a repetitive style in which they ask questions
repeatedly, or a topic-switching style in which they introduce new topics frequently. Parents
using either of these latter two styles may have shorter conversations about each event and pro-
vide less narrative structure. Some parents appear to invite their children’s input more than oth-
ers, and some appear to expect short factual reports as opposed to elaborate narratives (see [13]).

Cultural variations in how mothers support their child’s narrative have also been reported.
Choi (1992, cited in [16]) found that Korean mothers were unlikely to encourage their children
to introduce their own topics or contribute information, whereas Canadian mothers were
more likely to encourage narrative co-creation. Similar variations have been found between
Japanese and European American mothers and their children, with Japanese mothers provid-
ing fewer evaluative comments in response to their children’s narratives and requesting less
detail than the European American mothers [17].

Children from some cultures (e.g., African American) may produce topic-associating as
opposed to topic-centred personal narratives, in which children include several experiences
into their personal narrative, as opposed to a detailed description of one experience [13]. Cul-
tural styles also may affect event sequencing, inclusion of extensive background information
(such as family connections) and the way in which the narrator evaluates the events [18, 19].
In addition, the choice of language may influence the personal narrative, particularly if chil-
dren are attempting to produce a personal narrative in their second language. For example, in
Spanish, the use of referencing is optional (with a tendency for using ellipses), which may be
transferred into English and affect the perceived coherence of the personal narrative [20].

The purpose of the current study was not to compare narrative styles across cultures and/or
languages; instead, the purpose was to develop a globally useful protocol for answering
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research and clinical questions of many kinds. Therefore, one of our goals was to ensure the
elicitation method would be standardized, yet flexible enough to provide opportunity for chil-
dren from different cultures to produce personal narratives that would reflect their own cul-
tural styles.

Eliciting personal narratives

Personal narratives have been elicited by previous researchers in a variety of ways, with the
overall objective to encourage children to share a meaningful experience [2]. For example,
Peterson and McCabe [2] used a conversational map procedure in which children were pro-
vided with a short prompting narrative, before being asked “Did anything like that ever hap-
pen to you?” Children were encouraged to share one of their personal experiences, with the
examiner simply encouraging them by using neutral sub-prompts such as ‘uhuh’ or ‘tell me
more’. Examples of prompt topics included car accidents, holidays, and illnesses. Peterson and
McCabe found that successful prompts were those that encouraged children to talk about
‘stand-out’ experiences, as opposed to experiences that they engage in regularly, which are
more likely to elicit scripts (i.e., generalizations about recurring events). The most successful
prompt topics for eliciting lengthy narratives included trips, car wrecks, hospitalizations, and
pets. Westerveld and Gillon [21] adapted this task by adding a series of photos accompanied
by short prompting narratives to encourage children to share their experiences.

As described in Reese et al. [11], other elicitation methods include encouraging children to
recount a memory of a past event that had been selected by their mothers, asking children to
describe (recent) satisfying and disappointing personal experiences, asking children to recount
negative experiences (associated with their health condition), or asking children to recall
events that changed their lives and were still really important [22, 23]. Personal narratives can
also be elicited using social problem-solving prompts, for example by asking the child about a
time when someone asked them to do something they knew was not permitted [24]. Alterna-
tively, children can be asked to provide personal narratives in response to open-ended emotion
cues (e.g., “tell me about a time that you were really scared / frustrated / happy”) [4]. However,
a study by Fivush et al. [25] provided some interesting insights into children’s personal narra-
tive coherence when asked to narrate positive vs negative experiences. The researchers found
that 5- to 12-year-old children who had been raised in violent communities produced more
coherent narratives, containing more information about their thoughts and feelings, when
talking about negative experiences. In contrast, when asked to tell narratives about positive
events, these children included more information about people and objects and produced
more descriptive detail.

In summary, a range of tasks have been used to elicit personal narratives from children of
different ages, with no clear evidence that one task is more successful for monolingual English-
speaking children. However, additional factors need to be considered when developing a pro-
tocol that can be used across cultures and/or with children who speak a language other than
English.

Challenges in developing a global protocol

When developing a personal narrative protocol for use across cultures and languages, the most
important consideration is to avoid cultural and linguistic bias. We were concerned that
adopting the conversational map procedure [2], which begins with the examiner providing a
brief description of an event (e.g., hospital visit) as a model ‘story,” could overly influence the
child’s response. Furthermore, it may be difficult to select events that are applicable across cul-
tures, as not all children may identify with car accidents or ant-bites. Although photos have
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been used successfully in Australia / New Zealand [26], the scenes (e.g., beach photo, theme
park, holidays), would not be appropriate for use with children who live away from coastal
waters or never go on school trips or holidays. More appropriate prompts may include open-
ended emotion cues [4] or social problem-solving prompts [24] for eliciting narratives about
meaningful events that may be experienced across cultures and regions. For the current project
we have therefore opted for developing a set of six open-ended prompts tapping into different
emotions, linking to both positive and negative experiences, characterized as (1) excited/
happy; (2) worried/confused; (3) annoyed/angry; (4) proud; (5) problem situation; and (6)
something important.

Evaluating the clinical utility of a global protocol

Several questions guided this preliminary investigation into the feasibility of this global proto-
col, from now on referred to as the Global TALES (Talking About Lived Experiences in Sto-
ries) protocol. A successful global protocol should elicit personal narratives across cultures and
languages. However, to allow for cross-country, cross-linguistic, and cross-cultural compari-
sons, creating a ‘standard’ protocol was paramount. Previous research has demonstrated how
different elicitation conditions may influence children’s narrative performance in a fictional
context, such as the inclusion/absence of pictures or the use of a model story (e.g., [27, 28]).
We therefore collaborated as an international team of speech-language pathologists, with
expertise and experience researching child language, to discuss existing literature and our
prior experiences within our own countries and cultures to develop the six prompts used in
this study. We then gathered preliminary data to examine whether the protocol prompts elic-
ited adequate verbal responses from the children in our various countries, which varied in lan-
guage and cultural heritage. Evaluation of adequacy required that we come to consensus on
key evaluation criteria and assumptions. This process involved several steps.

First, based on existing research, we hypothesized that measures of narrative productivity
(e.g., number of utterances, number of words) should be fairly consistent when geographic
location is the main variable [28], although we tempered this hypothesis based on differences
found in adolescents’ productivity (US vs Australia) in a persuasive discourse context [29].
Further, researchers in East Asian cultures have noted that extensive talking about oneself is
discouraged, which suggests that cultural differences could result in shorter personal narratives
for some [17].

Second, we expected that some protocol prompts would be more successful than others in
eliciting responses and agreed that a way to evaluate this would be to ask about the number of
follow-up prompts needed to encourage the children to produce a past-event narrative.
Because previous cross-cultural research had indicated differences in how children from
diverse cultures structure their personal narratives (e.g., topic associating vs topic-centered)
(see [13]) in response to similar prompts, it was not clear whether all protocol prompts would
be equally successful in eliciting a response from children with diverse cultural and linguistic
backgrounds. It was also unknown if children in some cultures might require more prompting
to share a past personal event with an adult (see [30], for an overview). Thus, some of our ques-
tions were exploratory.

Third, we considered that there might be variations in the topic of children’s responses
based on cultural values and beliefs that are associated with child-rearing goals and practices
in different countries. To illustrate, studies have found variations in topics discussed by moth-
ers and their kindergarten-age children between European American dyads and Hispanic
dyads, with the European American dyads more likely to discuss child-peer comparisons [31].
Other research suggests that East-Asian dyads are more likely to talk about behavioral
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expectations and social norms, compared to a tendency to focus on thoughts and feelings in
European-American dyads [32, 33]. Taken together, a successful global protocol should elicit
spoken language samples from children across languages and cultures, but it also should pro-
vide flexibility for children to choose their own topics in response to the prompts.

The current study

This study was thus an initial investigation into the feasibility of a standard global protocol for
eliciting personal narratives in school-age children across the world. Our main aim (in Part I
of this two-part investigation) was to describe the variability in children’s responses with
respect to productivity (across the six protocol prompts and by protocol prompt), the amount
of prompting needed, and the topics of children’s responses. To reduce the number of vari-
ables, we recruited 10-year-old children from mid-socio-economic areas, who were perform-
ing well at school (i.e., who did not have a history of language-learning difficulties). Most
10-year-olds are in their fourth or fifth year of schooling, which is typically characterized as a
transition point from ‘learning to read’ to ‘reading to learn’. The participants, thus, match the
age group described in the Progress in International Literacy Study (PIRLS; [34]), which inves-
tigates the reading comprehension skills of Year 4 students across 50 different countries every
five years. Considering the importance of spoken language proficiency for reading success, we
determined this was a suitable age group for this pilot project. Our second aim (Part II of this
investigation) was to obtain feedback from the researchers involved in this study about the
process of adapting the protocol for use in their country/language. The research questions
were:

Part 1

1. How do children perform on the Global TALES protocol across languages and cultures on
measures of verbal productivity (number of utterances and number of words) in response
to the six protocol prompts?

2. Are some protocol prompts more successful than others in eliciting responses, without the
need for a scripted follow-up prompt (as per the protocol)?

3. What are the topics of children’s responses across countries, languages, and cultures, in
terms of their commonalities and distinctions?

Part II

4. What are the researchers’ views on the process of adapting the Global TALES protocol for
use in their own country/language?

Part I: Performance on the Global TALES protocol
Methods, Part I

Participants. Participants were recruited through the researchers’ networks and through
local school and community leaders. Researchers were members of the Child Language Com-
mittee of the International Association of Communication Sciences and Disorders (IALP) at
the commencement of the study (although others were added later; see Acknowledgements).
Inclusion criteria for the children were: a) aged between 9 years, 6 months and 10 years, 11
months, b) no history of speech and language difficulties, and c) currently not receiving spe-
cialist services (such as speech-language therapy). To control for possible socio-economic dif-
ferences, we aimed to recruit children who attended schools considered to be located in a
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middle-income area. To confirm children met these inclusion criteria, parents were asked to
complete a brief demographic questionnaire (see https://osf.io/ztqg6/ for a complete copy of
the project protocol). Table 1 provides an overview of the participant details, including the
child’s country, chronological age, relative income area of the child’s school (low, middle,
high), parents’ highest levels of education, and family’s income relative to the average income
in their country. As shown in Table 1, there were 249 participants from 10 different countries,
speaking 8 different languages. For transparency Cypriot Greek and Greek were considered
the same language.

Procedure. Ethics permission was obtained through the Human Research Ethics Com-
mittee at Griffith University (HREC; No: 2018/273) in Australia, with all other countries
obtaining ethics permission from their respective universities (using a prior consent process).
All parents provided written consent for their children to participate in the study; the children
provided verbal assent at the start of the session.

Data collection commenced in 2019 before start of the global COVID 19 pandemic and fin-
ished in 2021. All children were seen individually (face to face) in a quiet location, either at the
child’s school, the university speech and language clinic, in the child’s home, or at a commu-
nity venue subject to parental preference. All examiners were qualified speech-language
pathologists or speech-language pathology students under supervision, except for one linguist.
Prior to the first session, all examiners viewed a demonstration video, read the administration
manual, and practised administering the elicitation protocol with at least one child whose data
were not included in the study.

Task. To elicit the samples, the examiners administered the Global TALES protocol (see
https://osf.io/ztqg6 version 1). In this protocol, children first received an explanation about the
task. Children were then asked to “tell a story” in response to each of the 6 topic prompts. If
the child responded ‘yes’ to a protocol prompt, such as, “Can you think of a time when you felt
excited or really happy?” the examiner then asked the child “Tell me a story about that!” If the
child did not respond to the protocol prompt, the examiner used a scripted follow-up prompt.
If the child only provided one or two sentences, the following generic encouragements were
allowed: “Can you tell me more? Can you explain what you mean by that? Is there anything
else you can tell me?” Finally, to encourage the child to continue talking, the examiner could
use additional neutral encouragements, such as ‘uhuh’. All protocol prompts were asked (read
aloud by the examiner) in a set order and presented simultaneously in print on laminated
cards or on a computer tablet.

Translation. The protocol was translated, when required, for use in non-English speaking
countries by one of the researchers who was a native speaker of that language. When translat-
ing the protocol, the researcher sought to ensure that the child would be given the same
instructions, protocol prompts, and scripted follow-up prompts as the original protocol; that
the protocol prompts would be administered in the same order; and that the protocol prompts
and scripted follow-up prompts would tap into the same key emotions or type of events and be
culturally and linguistically appropriate. Most of the translated protocols can be downloaded
from https://osf.io/ztqg6/.

Transcription and analysis. All sessions were audio recorded for transcription and analy-
sis purposes. All samples were transcribed in the native language by individuals experienced in
transcribing language samples (including researchers, graduate students, a linguist, and under-
graduate speech-language pathology students), using standard Systematic Analysis of Lan-
guage Transcripts (SALT; [35]) conventions. All reformulations, repetitions, false starts, and
filler words (e.g., uhm) were put in brackets and not included as part of the analysis. Utterance
segmentation was based on communication units (C-units), defined as an independent clause
with its modifiers. Only complete and intelligible utterances were counted as C-units;

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0273114  August 15, 2022 7/28


https://osf.io/ztqg6/
https://osf.io/ztqg6
https://osf.io/ztqg6/
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0273114

PLOS ONE Global TALES: Personal narratives in 10-year-old children around the world

Table 1. Demographic data.

AU BR Croatia |CY GR IL_A IL_H NZ RU ™ USA
N 40 21 27 19 20 20 20 20 20 20 22
F/M 21/19 11/10 15/12 11/8 10/10 10/10 10/10 10/10 10/10 10/10 11/11
Language English Portuguese | Croatian | Cypriot Greek Arabic Hebrew | English Russian | Chinese English

Greek Mandarin

Age [years; 10;3 (0;4) | 1055 (0;4) | 1051 (0;4) | 10;3 (0;7) 10;4 (0;4) | 10;1 (0;8) | 1055 (0;5) | 10:4 (0;4) | 10:4 (0;4) | 10;3 (0;3) 10;3 (0;5)
months]
(SD) Range 9;11-10;11 | 10;0-10;9 | 9;6-10;5 | 9;8-11;9 10;0-10;11 | 8;9-11;0 | 10;0-10;11 | 10;0-10;10 | 9;8-10;11 | 10;0-10;11 9;9-10;11
Socio Economic Status
Low 0 9 (40%) 1 (4%) 4 (20%) 2 (10%) 2 (10%) 6 (30%) 0 2 (9%)
Middle 28 (70%) 10 (50%) 24 (89%) 14 (70%) | 16 (80%) | 10 (50%) | 13 (65%) |10 (50%) | 18 (90%) 11 (50%)
High 12 (30%) 1 (5%) 2 (7%) 2 (10%) 4 (20%) 8 (40%) 5 (25%) 4 (20%) 2 (10%) 5(23%)
NR? 0 1 (5%) 0 19 (100%) 0 0 0 0 0 4(18%)
Parent education
Primary School 0 7 (33%) 1 (4%) 0 1 (5%) 0 0 0 0 0
High School 6(15%) | 3(14.2%) |10 (37%) | 6 (31.6%) 6(30%) | 3(15%) |2(10%) | 9(45%) | 6(30%) | 4 (20%) 4 (18%)
Trade qual 2 (5%) 0 3(11%) | 2 (10.5%) 4(30%) 6(30%) |0 0 2 (10%) 2 (9%)
Bachelor 18 (45%) 10 (47.6%) |2 (7%) 5(26.3%) 9 (45%) 12 (60%) | 7 (35%) 9 (45%) 14 (70%) | 8 (40%) 6 (27%)
Post-graduate 14 (35%) |0 11 (41%) | 6 (31.6%) 0 5 (25%) 5 (25%) 2 (10%) 0 6 (30%) 6 (27%)
NR 0 1(4.8%) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 (18%)
Relative income (based on parent responses)
Very low/low 0 0 0 6 (30%) 3 (15%) 2 (10%) 0 0 3(13.5%)
Middle 13 (32.5%) | 20 (100%) | 18 (67%) 12 (60%) 20 10 (50%) | 13 (65%) |20 (100%) | 18 (90%) 8 (36%)
High 23 (57.5%) | 0 8 (30%) 2 (10%) (100%) | 5(25%) | 5(10%) |0 2 (10%) 6 (27%)
Very high 2 (5%) 0 0 (4%) 0 2 (10%) 0 0 0 1 (4.5%)
NR 2 (5%) 0 1 19 (100%) 0 0 0 0 0 0 4(18%)

AU = Australia; BR = Brazil; CY = Cyprus; GR = Greece; IL_A = Israel Arabic speaking; IL_H = Israel Hebrew speaking; NZ = New Zealand; RU = Russia;
TW = Taiwan; USA = United States of America;
*NR = No response. SD = Standard Deviation

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0273114.t001

unfinished and interrupted utterances were not included. As per standard SALT conventions,
elliptical responses were counted as separate C-units. The following productivity measures
were calculated, either automatically using SALT (in AU, NZ, US) or manually:

o Total number of C-units (utterances), in response to each protocol prompt and for all proto-
col prompts combined.

o Total number of words, in response to each protocol prompt and for all protocol prompts
combined.

Transcription reliability. Reliability of transcription was checked in a variety of ways.
For transcription accuracy, including utterance segmentation, two methods were used. For
most countries at least 20% of the samples were checked by a second researcher, with percent
agreement > 85% for both utterance segmentation and transcription accuracy. In other coun-
tries, all transcripts were checked by the researcher and any disagreements were resolved prior
to using the transcripts for analysis. The S1 Appendix provides an overview of the reliability
process and the results by country.

Topic coding and reliability. The goal of qualitative topic coding was to identify the main
topic of each personal narrative without forcing topics into a pre-determined set of codes,
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which could have suppressed country-specific variations. To accomplish this, the following
process was used:

1. Each country-based researcher was asked to independently assign a topic to each of the sto-
ries they collected (in response to the 6 protocol prompts) to answer the simple question,
“What is this about?”

2. Each researcher also sent the written transcripts (uncoded) to the independent research
assistant, a native English speaker from New Zealand (NT). These transcripts were
uploaded to Google Translate for translation into English (when applicable). The research
assistant then independently assigned a topic to each story (Phase 1) and recorded the fol-
lowing additional information: a) checked if the examiner used the scripted follow-up
prompts; b) checked if the examiner used any additional prompting; ¢) noted if the child
did not provide enough detail in their story for it to be coded (e.g., said “don’t know,” or
produced a response limited to 1 or 2 C-units).

3. The research assistant compared the topics she assigned (Phase 1) to the topics assigned by
the original researcher.

4. The research assistant met (online via Zoom) with each researcher to discuss any discrepan-
cies in topic assignment. All disagreements were resolved. The final list of extended topics
generated from this process, with examples, is attached in S2 Appendix.

5. To facilitate further investigation, a second level of categorical grouping was used in which
this large number of codes was sorted into a more manageable number of categories [36].
Four authors (RL, NN, MW, CW), all of whom are fluent English speakers but from three
different countries, created these collapsed categories by reviewing and discussing the 105
topic codes in S2 Appendix (ranging from 12 to 22 for the six protocol prompts) to arrive at
the smaller set of 31 topic codes (ranging from 3 to 7 topic codes per protocol prompt),
which were at a similar superordinate level of granularity. This was accomplished by group-
ing subtopics with synonymous meanings or exemplars of a larger category into the same
superordinate category (see results section).

6. One member of the research team (NN) recoded the original topic descriptors into the
reduced number of mutually exclusive categories using the category descriptors and
exemplars.

7. A second member from a different country (RL) independently recoded 20 percent of ran-
domly selected personal narratives across the 10 countries for reliability analysis. Simple
percentage of agreement was 94.5% (342 agreements, 20 disagreements, 362 total topic
codes). Discrepancies that occurred most often involved personal achievement vs personal
growth (protocol prompts 2, 4, 6).

Results, Part I

Children’s performance on the Global TALES protocol. To answer the first question,
we analyzed children’s performance on the protocol on measures of verbal productivity and
syntactic complexity across all 6 protocol prompts. As our focus was on evaluating children’s
performance on the protocol across languages and cultures, we did not perform any statistical
analyses to compare countries. The results are listed in Table 2 and graphically displayed as
boxplots in Figs 1-3. The mean number of utterances produced in response to the Global
TALES protocol ranged between 43.7 (IL_A; Israel_Arabic speaking) and 80.79 (CY; Cyprus),
but 9 out of 10 group means fell within a range of 18 utterances (45.8-63.8). Means for
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Table 2. Performance by country on measures of productivity.

AU BR Croatia CY GR IL_ A IL H NZ RU T™W USA
N 40 21 27 19 20 20 20 20 20 20 22
Utterances
Mean 68.75 51.10 45.81 80.79 63.80 43.70 50.40 55.75 62.30 61.00 54.09
Median 63.50 43 38 74 57.50 41 49 51 63 47.50 43.50
SD 27.49 37.63 27.31 47.06 2291 10.61 12.86 20.57 32.78 45.59 36.67
Min 25 22 25 23 31 23 30 35 17 22 19
Max 123 199 169 201 126 71 80 114 131 227 185
Total Number of Words
Mean 622.45 427.29 353.48 396.68 428.35 201.90 385.45 182.00 475.60 518.10 160.09
Median 556.50 362 324 328 397.50 189 388 430 450 378.50 379.50
SD 267.84 384.90 194.42 251.71 171.35 56.66 150.52 43.20 261.55 481.55 68.45
Min 223 166 166 106 185 108 174 124 118 158 71
Max 1251 1918 1217 1123 842 316 668 277 1137 2348 365

AU = Australia; BR = Brazil; CY = Cyprus; GR = Greece; IL_A = Israel Arabic speaking; IL_H = Israel Hebrew speaking; NZ = New Zealand; RU = Russia;

TW = Taiwan; USA = United States of America

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0273114.t1002

numbers of utterances were influenced by individual variation, which was high, ranging from
one child who produced 17 utterances (RU; Russia) to another who produced 199 (BR; Brazil).
As shown in Fig 1, only 12 outliers were observed across 6 countries, with Croatia showing the
highest number of outliers (5). Reflecting the smaller grain size of words compared to utter-
ances, even greater variability was observed in the total number of words, with the mean rang-
ing between 160 words (USA) and 622 words (AU; Australia); individual variability ranged
between 71 words (USA) and 1918 (BR). There were 10 outliers across 7 countries, with Brazil
showing the highest number of outliers (3).

Children’s performance by protocol prompt. Next, we investigated if some protocol
prompts were more successful than others in eliciting responses, as measured by the number
of utterances/words per story. As shown in the S1 Table, on average, all protocol prompts

§ 6
N EEEE N
3 § 9 E 3 3 ¢ 3

Country

Fig 1. Total number of utterances by country. Indicates an outlier (more than 1 standard deviation [SD] from the
mean; * outlier >2 SD from the mean; numbers refer to individual case numbers in SPSS.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0273114.g001
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Fig 2. Total number of words by country. Indicates an outlier (more than 1 standard deviation [SD] from the mean; *
outlier >2 SD from the mean; numbers refer to case numbers in SPSS.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0273114.9002

elicited approximately 5 to 10 utterances. However, closer inspection revealed minimum
scores of 0 utterances across all protocol prompts across five countries (AU, CY, IL_H, NZ,
USA), indicating some children did not produce a response to some protocol prompts. Further
analysis showed that out of the 1488 possible responses to protocol prompts (i.e., 248 partici-
pants x 6 protocol prompts), there were only 13 non-responses (0.87%), with protocol prompt
6 (something important to you) yielding 6 non-responses. Next, we inspected if scripted fol-
low-up prompts (as per the task description) were needed to elicit a response. When consider-
ing all protocol prompts that elicited a response, across all countries / languages, the
percentage of children who received a scripted follow-up prompt ranged between 34.3%
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Fig 3. Percentage of responses elicited without a scripted follow-up prompt, by country/language.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0273114.9003
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(protocol prompt 6; important) and 10.6% (protocol prompt 1; excited or happy). However,
when individual countries were considered, it was found that the most scripted follow-up
prompts were used in Cyprus across the six protocol prompts (see Table 4). In contrast, no
scripted follow-up prompts were used in Russia.

Finally, we inspected if the responses were codable for topic (see next section). Out of a pos-
sible total of 1488 responses, there were 79 non-codable responses (including 17 due to exam-
iner error in presenting the intended prompt, see Table 5), amounting to 5.3% (4.1% when
excluding those 17 responses). There were 18 responses to protocol prompts (possible total
160 per country) across two countries (BR and RU) that were non-codable, mainly because
additional non-scripted prompts were given by the examiner. The total number of non-cod-
able responses by protocol prompt ranged between 6 (protocol prompt 1) and 15 (protocol
prompts 5 and 6).

Topics of children’s narratives. To answer the third research question, we investigated
the topics of children’s responses across countries and cultures in terms of their commonalities
and distinctions. Table 5 shows frequencies for the final topic codes that were collapsed from
the original set of 105 topics codes to a more manageable set of 31 topic codes (ranging from 3,
for protocol prompt 3, to a maximum of 7, for protocol prompt 6). Visual inspection of the top
two frequencies for each topic by country / language group (with 2 language groups in Israel,
for Arabic and Hebrew speaking) shows that most protocol prompts elicited similar topics
across countries. For the first protocol prompt (excited), the most frequent topic for 10 of the
11 groups was a family event, such as a trip or holiday with the family. The second most fre-
quent topic for protocol prompt 1 (excited) was about a new experience or item. For the sec-
ond protocol prompt (worried), topics were more divergent. Most children in most countries
chose a topic about school for their ‘worried’ stories, but there were exceptions. Russian and
American children also told stories frequently about being worried about new challenges, such
as moving or new skill challenges. Children in Brazil and Cyprus told stories most frequently
about worries regarding illness, injury, or death, including death of a pet. Arabic-speaking
children in Israel told stories most frequently about worries about losing someone or some-
thing. Hebrew-speaking children and Taiwanese children told stories most frequently about
worries regarding families and friendships that were disrupted. Children in all 11 groups had
the same most-frequent topic in their ‘annoyed’ stories, siblings and peers, and in their ‘proud’
stories, a personal achievement involving academics, athletics, or music. Children in 8 coun-
tries (all but Russia and Taiwan) told ‘problem’ stories (protocol prompt 5) most frequently
about peer and family relationships that required fixing. In Russia, the problem topic was
more frequently about achieving personal growth through apologizing, taking responsibility,
or changing oneself. In Taiwan, problem stories most frequently talked about a problem at
school involving forgotten homework or an upcoming test. In the USA, children told problem
stories about needing to find or fix something equally frequently as about peer and family rela-
tionships. In response to the sixth prompt, about ‘something important’, the most frequent
topics were personal achievement or a family event or support. The only exception was that
the children in Taiwan told ‘important’ stories most frequently about personal growth by over-
coming fear or being involved and helping others.

Part II: Adapting the protocol for use across countries/languages:
Researchers’ views

Methods, Part IT

Participants. The research question for Part IT of this study asked about the researchers’
views on the process of adapting the Global TALES protocol for use in their own countries and
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languages. This project was approved by Griffith University’s Human Research Ethics Com-
mittee (HREC; No: 2018/273). Purposeful sampling was used to invite researchers who had
participated in the Global TALES project and met either of the following two inclusion criteria:
researchers who had plans to collect and analyze personal narratives from a sample of 10-year-
old children in their respective countries, or researchers who had already collected and ana-
lyzed these personal narratives. Interviewees from 12 countries agreed to participate i.e., Aus-
tralia, Belgium, Brazil, Croatia, Cyprus, Greece, Iceland, Israel, New Zealand, Sweden, Taiwan,
and USA. Eight countries had one participant each, who were the lead investigators in their
respective countries. For four countries, the interviewees included the lead investigator, as well
as research assistants or students who had assisted with the recruitment, data collection, and/
or analysis. These included three participants each from Greece and Israel, and two each from
Cyprus and Brazil. Country names were used to identify participants rather than assigning
pseudonyms to individuals (with permission).

Data collection. Data were collected using semi-structured interviews, and the team fol-
lowed the COnsolidated criteria for REporting Qualitative studies (COREQ) [37] (see S3
Appendix for the completed COREQ form). Three members of the research team, MW (proj-
ect leader from Australia), RL (research team member from Ireland with expertise in qualita-
tive research) and NT (a qualified speech and language therapist and graduate researcher from
New Zealand) designed the interview guide. Regarding reflexivity, the three members of this
team were speech and language therapists who held positive views about the Global TALES
project. To accommodate for this bias, they were careful to include open-ended questions and
probes where participants could discuss both positive and negative experiences. The interview
guide focused on four areas: experiences of translating the protocol and views on its cultural
appropriateness in the participating countries; experiences of using the protocol to elicit narra-
tives; experiences of the transcription and analytical processes; and views on next steps for the
Global TALES project (see S4 Appendix for a copy of the interview guide).

Given that English was not the first language of many participants, key questions were sent
to participants prior to the interviews. NT collected the data using a semi-structured interview
format using the online platform Zoom. “In semi-structured interviews the researcher will
have an interview guide but will be [more] flexible in encouraging the participant to talk
openly and will explore or probe issues that the participants raise” [38]. Interviews were con-
ducted in English, and group interviews were held where there was more than one interviewee
in a country. The interviews were digitally recorded using the Zoom app and audio recorded
using the iPhone 11 voice recorder/memos app. The audio recordings were transcribed using
otter.ai; an online transcription program. Otter.ai automatically transcribed the files, which
were then manually checked by NT for accuracy or errors and updated where needed.

Data analysis. A member of the research team (RL) who is experienced in use of content
analysis, first used content analysis to analyze the transcripts. Content analysis is defined as “a
systematic and objective means of describing and quantifying phenomena” [39]. The outcome
of the analysis is a set of categories that describe the topic of interest. In the first instance, a
deductive approach was used where the interview topics were used as categories (in parent
nodes) in NVivol2 [40] (i.e., translation, generating narratives, transcription, next steps). Dur-
ing the coding process, two additional categories were added inductively (i.e., involvement in
the project and benefits/opportunities). The data were coded to subcategories inductively
within these six categories in child nodes in NVivol2. These subcategories and categories were
then reviewed, merged, and subsequently refined into four categories, each with subcategories.
The participants were invited to review the analysis to check whether the results reflected their
experiences. This member-checking was particularly important given that English was not the
first language of many participants, and it was necessary to ensure that the analysis captured
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their intended meanings. Three participants suggested some minor editorial amendments,
and one participant provided a content clarification on the challenges of transcription.

Results, Part IT

The analysis revealed four categories, each with subcategories.

1. Overall experiences of involvement in the Global TALES project. Positive experiences.
All participants (researchers) in all countries reported positive experiences of their involve-
ment in the Global TALES project. They enjoyed and valued being part of an international
project. Participants from six countries reported that they followed the protocol carefully to
ensure consistency. Participants from eight countries valued the practical support they
received from the Project Leader (MW) e.g., videos, response to queries etc.

“I believe that . . . all the instructions about the sample was very clear, very helpful from the
protocol.” (Greece)

“But we did have the video [project leader] prepared that that helped a lot.” (Cyprus)

“We had a very good support. [project leader] did it, very nicely. And we could ask her many
questions.” (Israel)

Value of personal narratives. Participants from eight countries reported that they were
pleased to see a focus on personal narratives, given the universal importance of narratives and
the lack of data on personal narratives in all countries. Because people tell stories every day,
some viewed the protocol as an ecologically valid tool and commented that children may feel
less like they were being ‘tested’ when asked to tell stories (Belgium and New Zealand).

“I think you can use it [the protocol] . . . you don’t put any pressure on children. It’s a normal
story, normal talk. So even if children are not that communicative . . . they don’t get the
impression that that you are investigate talking to them” (Belgium)

“before I started . . . studying the personal narratives, I never, I had never stopped to think
about the . .. the importance of this kind of narrative so I guess it will be. I think it will be very
important here in Brazil”. (Brazil)

“we don’t have any protocol for . .. personal stories . . . I'm not quite sure that anybody ever
asks children to tell a personal story. Up to now, so I would say this is the first time that we are
actually involved in this personal story in how to encourage child to uh to produce such story
... so it is excellent that we have a protocol in Croatia for this . . . type of narrative” (Croatia).

Challenges. Some participants experienced challenges. Participants from two countries
reported some challenges recruiting participants. For example, in Brazil the researchers were
not based in schools and there were challenges with recruitment of participants.

“I think one thing that is very important to keep in mind. That in Brazil SLPs [speech-lan-
guage pathologists are] not in schools. So we don’t have this straight access to children.”
(Brazil)

Some reported difficulties with access to participants in schools where some schools were
reluctant to engage in research activities (Australia). In the USA, concerns were expressed
about the emotionally toned protocol prompts by one set of adoptive parents who were reluc-
tant to provide consent for a child with a history of trauma that might be triggered by such
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prompts. In some countries, the data collection was on hold because of the COVID-19 pan-
demic (Belgium and Sweden). Some countries experienced difficulty obtaining ethical
approval and reported that it was helpful to have an ethics application that had been approved
in another country (Brazil).

Potential to develop new screening/assessment tool. Participants from six countries talked
about the lack of normative data on personal narratives in typically developing children in
their respective countries. This project provided potential to use the data generated with typi-
cally developing children to inform the development of a new screening/assessment tool that
could be used acr