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ABSTRACT 
 

The study of child mental processes is not possible except by studying their manifestations. The narration of a 
story- as an external manifestation- can be a good evidence of child's prior (background) knowledge and prior 
content schemas. Experience shows that children who have more background knowledge and their mental 
schemas are more and richer, their language abilities is more- compared to other children. On the other hand, we 
often see that children of more language abilities have more background knowledge and schemas. Accordingly, 
assessing existence or lack of correlation between, the manifestation of content schemas in children's narratives 
and children's language abilities in narration, was the goal of this research. So, this work was a correlational one. 
Data collection was made in the first academic semester of 2011- 2012. Statistical sample of this investigation 
consisted of 100 Persian-speaking children of 5 years of age, who lived in Ilam city and viewed a short narrative 
cartoon, and were asked to narrate it in a 3 minutes time span. Propositional content which was the 
manifestation of children's prior content knowledge in narrative context and some of the linguistic features of 
the children's narrations were investigated. The results of the study revealed that there was a correlational 
positive relationship between the conceptual background knowledge- manifested in children's narratives- and 
linguistic outputs. 
KEY WORDS: prior (background) knowledge, content schema, narration, propositional content, linguistic 

features. 
 

1. INTRODUCTION 
 
While most believe in the importance of studying humans during their activities in natural environment, 

practically few have addressed the issue. We often see that focus on literacy, reduces the importance of oral 
literature. So, oral narration- as a part of oral literature- most of the times remains neglected. We see that 
narration- especially child narration- is considered as an obvious thing and the manifestation of child's 
knowledge in narrative contexts, is taken into account as a common phenomenon and consequently the issue of 
child narration loses its weight. 

Narration- as a representation of mental processes- can be one of the important resources of gaining 
knowledge about humans' minds including children's. In each narrative, beyond the overall framework of the 
story, there are some mental backgrounds which reaching them requires scientific and scrupulous investigation. 

In current research, we are trying to study children's narrations in order to obtain some information about 
their mental schemas and language abilities, and then we are trying to study the existence or lack of correlation 
between child's mental schemas richness and language abilities in narration. Because the studying of 
background knowledge and schemas totally is not possible in this contracted study, we have concentrated on 
conceptual background knowledge which we talk about it in terms of content schemas. 
 Background (prior) knowledge is our knowledge of the world (Brown and Yule, 1989: 236). Renkema 
(1993:16) believes that "It is a fascinating phenomenon that discourse often calls up knowledge which can 
influence the reading or listening process. This knowledge, which the reader or listener already has in mind, is 
called prior knowledge." The understanding of the present condition is influenced by previous knowledge 
(Mohseni, 2004: 229). 
 Everyone's life experience which includes his knowledge about family, environment, lifestyle and 
education is his background knowledge. In fact, everyone- in parallel with first language acquisition- faces 
speech and different activities in family, school and society and his background knowledge develops 
(Ziahosseini, 2009: 9).  

                                            
1This paper is based selectively on the corresponding author's Ph.D. thesis entitled “The manifestation of content schema in children's 
narratives (In regard to mother-child interaction factor)” under the supervision of Dr. Seid M. Ziahosseini.  
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 The perception of discourse primarily is the process of eliciting saved information from memory and 
relating it to the discourse which has been encountered (Brown & Yule, 1989: 236). The knowledge that we 
have as language users, is only a part of our socio-cultural knowledge. This general knowledge of the world is 
not only the basis of our discourse interpretation, but covers nearly all aspects of our experiences. Discourse 
interpretation, to a large extent, is based on this simple principle: What are our past experiences? (Id.: 233). But 
here we encounter another question: How we organize our knowledge of the world and when it is needed, we 
activate just some limited parts? (Id.: 234). 
 According to Schema Theory, schematic knowledge- just like linguistic knowledge- is important for 
making a successful communication (Ziahosseini, 2007: 17). This theory states that our knowledge is stored in 
abstract frameworks- called schemas- in our memory (Sadoski, 1991: 463). 
 Schema makes a person's all knowledge of a specific matter integrated. Background knowledge which is 
organized in the abstract form of schema, in turn, influences the framework and content of the new-received 
knowledge (Richgels, 1982: 54). 
 One type of schema is content schema which is our knowledge of the content area of the context. Content 
schema is a term which cognitive psychologists have proposed for various structures of high abstraction degree. 
Content schemas can help the explanation of some processes like analogy in mind (Badi', 1995: 85). Ziahosseini 
(2007) showed that the existence or absence of specific content schemas affects our perception and inference 
abilities. In this study, we focus on the issue of content schemas. 
 Experiences and background knowledge shape our expectation structure and accordingly our 
interpretations form. It can be predictable that children who experience various environments and various social 
interactions have obvious background knowledge differences. Therefore, their perception dissimilarities in 
narration domain can also attract our attention. So, the study and analysis of children's narratives is an 
informative procedure for assessing their mental abilities during the early years of childhood. Yet, taking into 
view the necessary time needed for collecting, scribing and analyzing a narrative sample and also with respect to 
the lack of consent about different aspects of narration (like structure and content) that should be analyzed, the 
assessment of narrations is not possible quickly (Justice et al., 2010: 218). 
 "Both theory and data suggest that narrative skills are learned in a community of storytellers." (Wenner 
et al., 2008: 4). It means that storytellers arise within a social and cultural context (Id.:2). 
 Lange and Carroll (2003: 452) talk about some conceptual frames which are made at the beginning of 
everyone's life and affect later perception of new objects and phenomena. Here, narration, which occurs from 
about the age of 3, is also. a new phenomenon. Yuran (2008) points out that because of inequality in mental 
structures, vocabulary and grounds of learning, children employ divergent narrative plans. 
 Beck and Clarke-Stewart (1998: 548) found that adult discussion specifically when it is based on clear 
and explanatory questions and when it is made to correct or extend information, improves their children memory 
and performance of narration. 
 

2. METHOD 
2. 1. Subjects 
 The statistical population encompassed all the 5-year-old preschool children of Ilam city in the 
academic year of 2011-2012. The total number of children- according to gender and in whole – comes in table 1. 
 

      Table 1: The statistical population 
Girls Boys Whole 
1764 1660 3424 

 
The sampling method in the present study is two-stage cluster sampling because with respect to the great 

size of the population and the limited research facilities, the choice of sample was not possible directly from the 
population. So, preschool units (level 2) - rather than individuals- were used. Thus, 10 preschool units of level 2 
(10 clusters) were chosen. From each cluster, the children with the subsequent characteristics were picked out: 

  

1. The children's parents spoke Kurdish, but the child spoke Persian. 
2. The selected children's IQ was normal (average). 
 

 The sample size in correlational researches is estimated according to formula 1. 
 

Formula 1: The sample size estimation for correlational researches 

m= Ln ((1+r) / (1-r)) / 2 + (r / 2(n-1))) 
n= g/ (m2+3) 

2)(  ZZg   
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 The expected correlation coefficient is 0.25, with Type I error of 0.5 and Type II error of 0.2. 
 1. z value of alpha, za= 1.65 
 2. z value of beta, zb= 0.85 
 3. Gamma, g = (1.65+0.85)2= 2.52= 6.25 
 4. Initial n= Ln ((1+0.25)/(1-0.25))/2= 0.2554 
 5. Iterative calculations are as follows: 
 

Table 2: The use of sample size formula 
Iteration nin m= Ln ((1+r)/(1-r))/2+(r/(2(nin-1))) nout=g/(m2+3) 

1 0.2554 0.0875 819.33 
2 819.33 0.2555 98.74 
3 98.74 0.2567 98.84 
4 98.84 0.2567 98.84 
5 98.84 0.2567 98.84 

 
Iteration stopped at n= 98.84, so rounding up to the next whole number gives a sample size of 100 cases. 
 
2. 2. Instruments: Utilizing and Grading 
 For the purpose of accumulating the necessary data, four kinds of instrument have been used: 
 
2.2.1. Wechsler Preschool and Primary Scale of Intelligence (WPPSI) 
 Because the statistical sample of the current research only consist normal preschool children, only 
those have been opted in whose IQ is from 90 to 109. WPPSI has been used for this purpose. This scale 
measures the verbal and practical IQ of the children who are 4 to 6.5 ages. 
 
2. 2. 2. The story 
 A primary methodological issue was the choice of a story proportional to the features of 5-year-olds. 
Our preliminary studies revealed that a program with the following characteristics could optimize the child's 
active involvement, contribution and recall: 

1. Being video-visual: The use of different senses at the same time attracts the child's attention. 
Furthermore, video-visual programs are more enjoyable. 

2. Being brief: Conciseness prevents boredom and reduces memory burden. 
3. Reflecting real-life interactions: Reality makes an exact baseline and avoids unstructured 

imaginations. 
 For finding a suitable story, more than 100 cartoons made for 5-year-old children were investigated. 3 
of them were selected and each was tested for 10 children at different time spans. At Last, a 3-minute cartoon-
strip with the title "The bear and the two hikers" was picked out because it resulted in better reflections. 
 Another considerable point in this study was the necessity of the story presentation during two separate 
scenes. There were two basic reasons for this division: 

  
1. The first data collections demonstrated that children didn't mention the introductory parts of the 

story. Great amount of contents could be the cause of the loss. 
2. The story was happening in two different parts. A part was talking about everyday life and another 

was focused on the incidence of an unexpected event and this separation was palpable well. 
 A summary of the story is as follows: 
 Scene 1: Tom and John are two close friends. Tom is rich but John is very poor. Tom promises John to 
help him for making a new house. John becomes very happy because of having a real friend. 
 Scene 2: Tom and John enter the jungle happily. Suddenly a bear emerges and attacks them. John is a 
good runner and climbs a tree. Tom can't escape and just pretends that he is dead, so the bear moves away. Tom 
felt sad of his friend's behavior. This happening causes their friendship to be ended. 

The story was ready. At first, each child was asked to watch the clip carefully because s/he would 
narrate it afterward. Each scene of the program was presented for each child. He was immediately prompted to 
narrate it. Children's narratives were recorded with the use of a movie camera (The child was unaware of the 
recording process). The children were awarded gifts to be appreciated. 

 
2. 2. 3. Propositional assessing scale 

To assess the manifestation of child's content schemas in the presented narrative context, a 75-item scale 
was defined. This scale had been determined according to the propositional content of the story. If the child 
mentioned each of the story propositions, s/he would obtain one point. A limited number of propositions 
brought two points. If the child pointed exactly the idioms of the text, s/he was given two points for each. 
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2. 2. 4. The scale of assessing some language abilities  
Based on this scale, the number of simple, compound, complex and compound-complex sentences in 

each narrative was counted. The simple sentence entailed the minimum score and the compound-complex 
sentence the maximum. Compound and complex sentences, in terms of value, were located between the two 
ends of the spectrum: Additionally, incomplete sentences, the violation of subject-predicate coordination (in 
person and number terms) and the mismatch of verb tenses were entangled as negative impressive factors in the 
final judgment. 

The other items which were involved in the analysis of language features are as follows: 
1. When the child used a complicated structure repetitively and without creativity, the score of 

complexity and creativity was taken into account for the first use and for other uses, the score of a simple 
sentence was given.  
 2. When the child repeated the same sentence, the monotonous case didn't come in the analyses.  
 3. Semi-sentences, which transfer complete ideas, were considered as complete sentences.  
 
3. Data analysis and results  
 The research hypothesis stated that there is a positive correlation between the richness of content schemas- 
represented in children's narratives- and the language abilities.  
 Based on the values of variables, the amount of content schemas richness and the language abilities were 
inverted to interval scales. To investigate the relationship between these two variables, the Pearson's correlation 
coefficient scale was used.  
 

Table 3: Content schemas and language abilities correlation 
 Content schemas 

richness 
Language ability 

Content schemas 
richness 

Pearson correlation 
Sig. (2-tailed) 

N 

1 
 

100 

0.760** 
0.000 
100 

Language ability Pearson correlation 
Sig. (2-tailed) 

N 

0.760** 
0.000 
100 

1 
 

100 
** Correlation is significant at the 0.07 level (2- tailed). 

 
 The results of Pearson's correlation coefficient showed that because r =0.760 with p = 0.000 is smaller than 
  0.05, the relationship between the two variables is statistically significant. This relationship is direct and 

positive. That is when one of these variables increases, the other increases too. In other words, there is a positive 
correlation of 76 percent between the amount of content schemas richness and the language abilities of 5-year-
old children. 
 

4. DISCUSSION 
 
Background knowledge is stored in the human mind in the abstract structures of schemas. In this paper, it 

was tried to study the manifestation of content schemas in children's narratives, then the existence or the absence 
of association between the richness of content schemas and language abilities -. as a new approach to narrative 
surveys – was taken under consideration. Since the goal was the description of a small community's features, the 
study came as a subgroup of descriptive studies. The statistical sample included 100 5-year-old Persian-speaking 
children of Ilam city and the data collection was made in the first academic semester of 2011-2012. The age and 
IQ variables- as influential factors on the richness of content schemas and language abilities- were reined in. In 
this case, the "age" variable with the choice of 5-year-old children and the "IQ" variable with the use of 
Wechsler test were controlled. The authors took advantage of four devices: 
1. Wechsler scale of intelligence 
2. The cartoon story 
3. The propositional assessing scale 
4. The scale of assessing language abilities. 
Using these devices, the hypothesis of the research was confirmed. Accordingly, there was a positive correlation 
of 76 percent between the variables of content schemas richness and language abilities. 
 Each research, deserving the range of issues and factors covered, and fitting to the depth and method of 
accomplishing the work, runs into some challenges. The field of studying, the population studied, facilities and 
the time span are some of the factors which form the framework of limitations. 
 In the present research, some interdisciplinary studies were carried out which were mainly related to 
the area of psycholinguistics that, on the one hand, was connected to the wide spread of psychology and, on the 
other hand, to the abstract world of Linguistics. So, extensive theoretical studies were needed. Doing a 
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fieldwork made the researchers being involved in social factors and statistical tasks and caused the various 
aspects of the project to be more complicated. 
 The following cases are among the most serious and time-consuming challenges the researchers faced: 
 1. The children being very young and the specific problems of communicating with this age group, 
 2. The choice of a cartoon story commensurate with the earmarks of 5-year-old children, 
 3. Preparing a proper environment for showing the cartoon story, 
 4. Encouraging the children to narrate calmly what they had seen, 
 5. Unnoticed filming of the children's narrations, 
 6. Individual tests on each of the children, 
 7. The need to control the children's IQ variable using the Wechsler test (After obtaining parental 
consent, the Wechsler test was performed for each child in a private institute. The researchers were responsible 
for the financial cost of the test).  
 Despite the difficulties that were encountered in this study, good results were obtained. Some of them can 
be as follows: 

 1. To inform parents and educators of the importance of background knowledge to guide them in their 
efforts of improving children's knowledge, 

 2. To help parents and educators to be aware of the children's mental differences in order to provide for 
them specific and individual trainings, 

 3. To remind the existing vacuums in communicative and cognitive development of those children who 
suffer from neglect,  

 4. To remind the need to develop stories and narratives proportionate to the abilities and background 
knowledge of different groups of children,  

 5. To inform parents and educators of the importance of child narration. 
 

 Finally, as a conclusion of this discussion, three suggestions are tendered: 
 1. For children who, for various reasons, suffer from mental and cognitive shortages, some intervention 

programs and trainings can be provided to compensate deficiencies exist.  
 2. In pre-school and school curriculums, a course of narration should be provided. It can be a good practice 

to reinforce children's verbal, narrative and communicative skills and a good way to make parents and 
educators more aware of children's abilities.  

 3. In different centers of children's books and programs and proportionate to each child's mental growth, 
well-informed advisers should recommend suitable books and programs.  
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