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ABSTRACT

‘Frames of mind (FOM)’ expressions consist of references to emotional states,
mental states or activities, the importance of which has been widely recognized. In
Bamberg and Damrad-Frye’s (1991) cross-sectional study, they note that there are
quantitative and qualitative differences between older and younger children in terms
of the use of references to FOM. According to them, different discourse functions are
attached to FOM expressions for children of different ages. It is thus the goal of the
present work to explore the changing functions of FOM references in Mandarin-
speaking children’s narratives.

Twenty Mandarin-speaking five-year-olds, twenty nine-year-olds and twenty
adults served as subjects in this study. The narrative data were elicited on the basis of
the wordless book, Frog, where are you? Episodes 1, 2, and 7 in this book were
particularly chosen as the focus of the analysis.

Our quantitative data yield main effects for Age and Episode, but no Gender effect
is detected. The Age main effect suggests that the adults use significantly more FOM
references than the five-year-olds and the nine-year-olds, which verifies Sah’s earlier
work based on a longitudinal paradigm. Qualitatively, we detect a local-global
distinction in children’s use of FOM expressions. That is, the five-year-olds’ FOM
references rely more strongly on story characters’ facial expressions which are
restricted at local, immediate situations. The nine-year-olds’ use of such expressions,
however, tends to be motivated by not only the immediate/local events but also the
overall/global plotline.

Developmental psychologists have endeavored to probe the local and global
processing abilities in various cognitive domains. Based on the assumption that there
may be interferences among different cognitive domains, we thus consider the
possible contribution from local and global processing to different functions of
children’s FOM references. Additionally, the use of FOM references closely links to
perspective-taking ability. A variety of studies in developmental psychology have
tried to explore children’s development of the ability in perspective-taking. Among
them, “theory of mind’ and Piaget’s theory of cognitive development are the two most
influential endeavors. These two theories and other related explanations in cognitive
development are thus considered in our discussion.

Keyword: Mandarin-speaking children, frames of mind, frog story, local, global



1. Introduction

Research on narratives provides valuable insights to not only early cognitive
development but also language development. As Tager-Flusberg and Sullivan (1995)
point out, a full account of children’s language development must take into account
their emerging ability in narration.

Narratives encompass reference and evaluation. The former helps to orient the
hearer to whom the narrative is about and where and when the action takes place.
The latter reveals the narrator’s attitude and lets the hearer know why the narrative is
told and what its point is (Labov 1972). Despite widespread interest in emerging
narrative ability, however, we lack information on how young children develop
evaluative language skills. As a matter of fact, children’s narratives bristle with
evaluation (Peterson and McCabe 1983, Ukrainetz et al. 2005).

Extending Labov and Waletzky’s (1967) narrative framework, researchers
reframe the distinction between narrative and evaluative clauses as two distinct
narrative orientations (Barthes 1977, Young 1984, 1987, Bamberg and Marchman
1990). According to them, the former describes events along a horizontal/temporal
axis, while the latter signals the significance of events based on the vertical/
hierarchical order. In other words, the narrative clauses, or action descriptions, are
used to delineate sequential order of events. The descriptions of mental states or other
evaluations, however, move the discourse outside the referential context, and shift the
focus from the actions to the view of the narrator. As such, evaluative expressions not
only provide links between sequential events, but, more significantly, they can
enhance the coherence of the narrative by focusing on the global organization of the
narrative and signaling the global hierarchical perspective.

Among various evaluative devices, the importance of references to ‘frames of
mind (FOM)’ has been widely recognized. FOM expressions consist of references to
emotional states, mental states or activities, which is crucial for a good narrative. As
Tager-Flusberg and Sullivan (1995) state, a good story often explains story characters’
actions by referring to their motivations or mental states. The use of FOM expressions
is one such way to interpret one’s own and others’ actions.

Recent studies on narrative production from Mandarin preschoolers detect an
increasing trend in the use of FOM expressions over time (Chang 2000, Chang 2001).
In particular, Chang (2001) points out that FOM is the only evaluative device shows
significant Age main effect. Similarly, studies on English-speaking children find out
an ascending trend for this device, though its magnitude of increase does not reach
significance (Bamberg and Damrad-Frye 1991, Peterson and McCabe 1983). In the
study on Venezuelan children’s evaluative stance, Shiro (2003) notes that, among



various evaluative categories, only the frequency of references to cognitive states is
responsible for the interaction between age and socioeconomic status. Likewise,
Ukrainetz and her colleagues (2005) find that the expressions elaborating internal
mental or emotional states increase in variety over time.

In the investigation of the way preschoolers relate story events, Sah (2007)
suggests a local-to-global distinction. A narrator needs to attend to both local and
global aspects of the story in order to provide an elaborate interpretation of a story.!
A similar local-global distinction can also be seen in the way preschoolers employ
FOM expressions. In Bamberg and Damrad-Frye’s (1991) investigation on
English-speaking children’s ability to provide evaluative comments, they observe that
five-year-old children begin to provide evaluative comments in their narratives and
that, among various evaluative devices, references to FOM are especially preferred by
children of older age. More importantly, they detect quantitative and qualitative
differences among five-year-olds, nine-year-olds and adults in terms of FOM
expressions.  According to them, the younger children tend to use FOM references to
highlight perspectives pertinent to local aspects of events or persons in the narrative;
with increasing age, children begin to use the same devices more and more to signal
the hierarchical organization of the linear sequence of events. In other words, different
discourse functions are attached to FOM expressions for children of different ages. It
is thus the goal of the present work to explore the different functions of FOM
references in Mandarin-speaking children’s narratives.

2. Method

2.1 Research Question

By answering the following research questions, the present study attempts to
explore the development for Mandarin-speaking children’s use of FOM expressions in
narratives.

(1) How do age and gender affect children’s use of FOM expressions?
(2) Do children use FOM expressions in the same way as adults?

2.2 Subject

Forty children and twenty undergraduate students served as subjects in this study.
All the subjects were from similar middle-class socio-economic backgrounds. The
children were divided into two age groups: 20 five-year-olds and 20 nine-year-olds.

1 At the local level, the narrator must verbalize the relevant components of a single event and should
be able to infer the interrelatedness of a complex chain of events; at the global level, the narrator should
attend to the overall plotline of the story.



They were all normally developing children, with no learning disabilities, or speech or
hearing problems.

2.3 Material

To control the content of the fictional narratives, we used a story book,
containing 24 pictures, entitled Frog, where are you? (Mayer 1969) as the material to
elicit narrative production from subjects. This book was chosen not only because it
has become a worldwide research tool which renders the cross-linguistic comparisons
possible, but also because it is wordless and its structure has been extensively
analyzed (Bamberg 1987, Bamberg and Marchman 1990).

The frog story is a typical children’s story with a hero, a problem, a series of
actions following the problem, and a happy ending. In addition, its content and
context are age-appropriate to children. The book is suitable to our research goals
since it depicts an elaborate series of events which allow the narrator to provide
various evaluations and to take different perspectives on events.

2.4 Data Collection

Rapport was first established in the observation period. The interviews were
carried out individually with each subject, and consisted of an initial warm-up
conversation followed by a narrative task. The narrative production were elicited on
the basis of the wordless book, Frog, where are you. The subjects were first asked to
look through the entire book and then asked to tell a story while looking at the
pictures. The entire interviews were audio-taped and subsequently transcribed.

2.5 Data Analysis

In order to verify the accuracy of the transcription, nine transcripts were randomly
selected and were fully transcribed and coded by another native Mandarin Chinese
speaker. Cohen’s kappa statistics were used to assess inter-rater reliability. The
inter-rater agreement result was 91%.

After the transcriptions were done, both quantitative and qualitative analyses
were performed to assess the ways in which our subjects used FOM expressions in the
story. For the quantitative part, we try to detect the distributional patterns of such
expressions for different ages, genders and episodes®. The three-way ANOVA (an
analysis of variance) were run on the data within subject factors of Episodes (seven
levels), and with the between subject factor of Gender (two levels: female and male),
and Ages (three levels: 5-year-olds, 9-year-olds, and adults) to assess differences

2 Based on mean group judgment for the episodic boundaries of the frog story, seven episodes are thus
divided (Bamberg and Marchman 1990).



between variables. Then, LSD post hoc comparisons were performed to further
examine the differences between variables. For the qualitative part, illustrative
excerpts are used to display children’s narrative progression. Due to the limited scope
of the present work, our analyses focused on three episodes: Episodes 1, 2 and 7.

3. Results and Discussion
3.1 Quantitative Findings

The first research question concerns about the developmental trajectory of
children’s use of FOM expressions in terms of quantity. The ANOVA fail to yield
significant Gender effect for this linguistic device, which suggests that gender
difference is unlikely to influence the amount of FOM expressions used by narrators,
children or adults.

On the other hand, the present work detects Age main effect, which indicates a
significant ascending trend for the overall number of FOM expressions employed.
More specifically, the adults produce the largest amount of FOM expressions among
all age groups; the five-year-olds, the least. Similarly, in Bamberg and Damrad’s
work (1991), FOM is one of the two devices which display Age main effect. The
significance of FOM is also evident in Shiro’s (2003) work, in which FOM references
are responsible for the interaction between age and socioeconomic status. Recent
studies on Mandarin-speaking children, however, fail to yield Age main effect for the
use of FOM expressions, though an increasing trend over time is detected (Chang
2000, Chang 2001). More significantly, the Age main effect detected in the present
work and the increasing tendency for FOM expressions displayed in Sah’s earlier
work (2006) converge, which suggests that the seemingly growth we noted earlier,
based on a longitudinal framework, was not merely a peak for a minor fluctuation in
the developmental trajectory, but rather exemplification of the developmental
progression.

In addition to the influence from gender and age, the distribution of FOM
expressions in the seven episodes of the frog story is examined. An Episode main
effect is established. Unlike Bamberg and Damrad-Frye’s findings that FOM
expressions cluster most notably with the description given for Episode 2, post-hoc
comparisons in the present study show that Episode 1 attracts the largest amount of
FOM expressions, while Episode 6, the least.

3.2 Qualitative Findings

The second research question addresses the qualitative shift in children’s use of
FOM expressions. The assumption underlying our analyses is that the use of FOM
expressions may be motivated by different levels of the story organization. The



following analyses focus on Episode 1, 2 and 7.2

To begin with, Episode 1, Pictures 1-3, discloses the escape of a pet frog and
hence unveils the searching motif throughout the story. All the five-year-olds and
some nine-year-olds fail to refer to emotional aspects of story characters, while adults
relate to not only the cognitive but also the emotional states of the characters.

Excerpts 1-3 display the typical interpretation for Episode 1 from the
five-year-olds and nine-year-olds. Half of the five-year-olds simply describe the frog’s
jumping out of the jar, which does not relate well to the overall story structure. The
other half of the five-year-olds infer that the boy-protagonist realizes his pet frog was
gone by using FOM verb 3EZfl ‘discover’, yet no further elaboration is revealed
(Excerpt 1). On the other hand, most of our nine-year-olds refer to not only the
cognitive states but also the emotional states of the story characters. They refer to the
boy’s and the dog’s negative emotion, such as sadness or anxiety, in response to the
missing of the frog, which motivates the ensuing search motif and thus helps to
enhance the coherence of the overall story (Excerpts 2 and 3).

Excerpt 1: WTH, five-year-old
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Excerpt 2: 52 YEC, nine-year-old
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Excerpt 3: CY, nine-year-old

® Given that Episode 1 attracts most FOM expressions and the significance of episodes to the global
structures of the story and for the ease of comparisons with Bamberg and Damrad-Frye’s findings on
English-speaking children, we focus our qualitative analyses on these three episodes.
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Excerpts 4 and 5 are interpretations for Episode 1 from adult subjects, in which
more elaboration is added. In Excerpt 4, for instance, the narrator employs not only
locally triggered FOM expressions, i.e., the happiness of the boy, the dog and the frog,
but also globally triggered ones regarding missing of the frog. Some adults even
remodify the frog’s happiness or highlight the frog’s cleverness to justify the frog’s
escape in the subsequent picture.
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In Bamberg and Damrad-Frye’s (1991) study, Episode 2, especially picture 7,
triggers almost half of the FOM expressions from the five-year-olds, while the older
children employ such expressions to a lesser degree. However, different distributional
pattern is spotted in the present work, in which Episode 1 attracts a larger amount of



of FOM expressions, while Episode 2 to a lesser degree. Nevertheless, Picture 7 in
Episode 2 provides a lot of information regarding qualitative differences across age
groups, in which FOM expressions seem to be triggered differently.

Excerpts 6 and 7 represent the typical response to Picture 7 from the
five-year-olds and nine-year-olds. Here the FOM term refers to the boy protagonist’s
facial expression which is in agreement with the immediate situation in the picture.
Moreover, most children encode this picture by merely relating to a negative emotion,
like B[V /| f1gi 1L 58 L 52 “that boy is very very angry’ in Excerpt 6 and ‘] §/}
FRApE R o ] PIELE 56 “the little boy is very worried ...the little boy is very
angry’ in Excerpt 7.

In contrast, some adults tend to mitigate the earlier mentioned negative emotion
by providing a positive evaluation to the immediate event, as shown in Excerpt 8: |
PR [ P R PR SRR R - (AL FOp I “the
little boy is a bit upset, because it breaks the jar which is supposed to keep the frog.
But the little yellow dog is quite happy’. Others even neglect the seemingly negative
facial expression by attributing an overall positive evaluation to the situation, as
revealed in Excerpt 9: &+ 'J*Jﬁligfé |~ ‘the good thing is that the little dog does
not get hurt’. The positive evaluation employed here help to ensure the subsequent
searching journey, and the coherence between episodes is thus enhanced.

Excerpt 6: LTC, five-year-old
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Excerpt 7: CY, nine-year-old

e PO B s e
SRR S

) SR P P R o ol PR Py SR
2% N EANNE LI Tl el
T e R

SRee ol P s L .

10



TOBIE W R BN S g ] Ol e B
SR Mo

Excerpt 8: SYW, adult

g ?h ’ﬁ' PR PE B 0T [ o

~ & T AR S A N

R S

RS BT

[RED PR BB TR B g T
(EORL 1 il 2R

PPy PR oAsES M| RE sk = F

Excerpt 9: OWR, adult
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As indicated by Bamberg and Damrad-Frye, in response to picture 7, younger
narrators seem to restrict themselves to the emotion of anger, which is closely tied to
the pictorial information or the immediate situation. In other words, merely referring
to negative emotion in this picture reveals a locally triggered perspective. On the other
hand, adults tend to consider the boy’s anger against the dog to be an obstacle to the
searching of the lost pet frog. As a result, more competent narrators may overrule the
negative emotion by giving additional information or merely encode a positive
evaluation, both of which imply a more globally motivated perspective.

Such explanation also applies to the way in which FOM expressions are used
relating to Episode 7, i.e., Pictures 22-24. This episode, the concluding part of the
story, delineates the recovery of the lost pet frog together with the discovery of frogs.
Thus, the explicit reference to “happiness’ in this situation requires the knowledge of
the overall, global structure of the story. All the five-year-olds and nine-year-olds fail
to mention positive emotion for this episode (Excerpts 10 and 11). On the contrary, all
adults encode this episode by indicating a positive emotion, an evaluation to the
resolution of the searching motif throughout the story, which suggests that they have
the knowledge of the global structure of the narrative. As shown in Excerpts 12 and
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13: JRUs ol ?‘Jﬁ"&ﬁ RIELPY P % L PR 0 -~ “the little frog is here
with its girl friend... He is so so happy’ (Excerpt 12), and f*’jfELFﬁJ/b\gfﬂf@T;g}fﬁ ]
?Bﬁfj’glfjr'ﬁjfbx...ﬁﬁﬁiﬁﬁl@lﬁ%ﬁfjm@uﬁ'%&‘HI ‘he moves over there happily...he is
very happy...he then happily goes back home’(Excerpt 13).

Excerpt 10: KHC, five-year-old
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Excerpt 11: CRS, nine-year-old
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4. Conclusion and Suggestions for Future Research

Narrative activities have long been of interest to psycholinguists, as they provide
rich information about children’s language as well as cognitive development. To
elaborate a story, children need to infer about what is not visible in the printed pages,
ranging from making connections between events to interpreting the inner states of
mind of the characters in the story. The use of FOM expressions is one such way to
interpret the mental states of the characters and thus provide explanations for their
actions and motivations. The present study, based on the frog story, aims to assess the
use of FOM expressions in Mandarin-speaking children’s narratives. The main
findings are summarized as follows.

The first research questions address the influence from age and gender on the use
of FOM expressions in terms of quantitative analysis. Our results show main effects
for Age, Gender and Episode.

Our qualitative analyses show that though both adults and children relate to the
positive/negative emotions in pictures, their FOM expressions are motivated by

13



different perspectives and hence response to different hierarchical order of the story
structure. Therefore, the use of FOM expressions not only discloses narrators’
evaluative stance on the reported actions but also unveils narrators’ knowledge of
global structure of the story. Our data also suggests that one form can carry different
discourse functions.

The precedence of locally driven FOM expressions in the five-year-olds’ narrative
productions is closely related to their cognitive ability at this developmental stage.
According to Piaget (1962, 1969), children between ages 4 and 7 may be considered
to be at an intuitive period. During this period, young children’s understanding of
objects or events mainly relies on the most salient perceptual feature of the target
things, rather than on logical or rational thinking processes. Such reasoning helps to
explain why the five-year-olds’ FOM expressions tend to restrict to the
local/immediate situation in the story.

Another plausible explanation for children’s restriction to locally-driven FOM
expressions may relate to the formation of event schemas. As Fivush and Slackman
(1986) indicate, the mature event schemas require the ability to decontextualize
individual events and to rearrange and integrate them into a more coherent,
hierarchical order. The ability to employ evaluative comments is closely related to the
development of event schemas. Our children, at this developmental stage, still focus
on the locally specific events, and thus cannot shift towards higher-order hierarchical
structure. As a result, their FOM expressions mostly focus on the local events.

With these analyses we hope that we have pointed out the nature of
developmental progression in children’s use of FOM expressions in a story. We hope
to contribute not only to the knowledge on narrative development but also to current
debates on how much children know about mental states and feelings and how readily
they can apply FOM expressions in narratives. To simplify this study, we limited our
subjects to a total of forty children and twenty adults, and hence we were able to
gather only limited amount of information regarding the research topics. In addition,
though this study unveiled the developmental progression in children’s use of FOM
expressions, care should be taken when we try to generalize our findings to all
children. The findings obtained here ought to be amended or augmented by studies
using a larger amount of subjects, from which more credence will be gained.
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6. Self-evaluation of the Project (3% if % L I+ B¥)

The present work examines the development of Mandarin-speaking preschoolers’
use of FOM expressions in narratives. Findings from the present cross-sectional work
verify the developmental trajectory indicated by Sah’s earlier work based on
longitudinal observations. In addition, this study is significant for providing narrative
data based on the frog story, the worldwide research tool. In the pool of samples from
nearly 50 languages, our work contributes valuable data from Mandarin-speaking
children in Taiwan. Hence, findings based on this study will be written out and
submitted as journal paper.

Great care has been taken to minimize the potential flaws in the present work;
there remain, nevertheless, several limitations. To begin with, our sample size is not
large enough, and hence we yield only limited amount of information regarding the
research topic. The second limitation is that our children are selected from a
middle-class community. Actually, children from different socioeconomic conditions
may experience different set of social interactions and related narrative genre practice
(Michaels 1981). To better understand children’s use of FOM expressions, future
research should include a larger number of subjects of varied socioeconomic
backgrounds.
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