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Part I. The theoretical framework an d some initial findings (by Roberta Piazza) 
l . The theoretical framework 

In our research project we have adopted a genre perspective, in as much as we 
have focused on the narrative text and investigated the organization of its 
discourse. Such authors as Tannen (1982) and Labov (1972), among others, 
agree that narratives constitute a very idiosyncratic discourse which is in fact 
different from any other type of oral discourse. Besides, if compared with 
ordinary conversation, narratives exhibit a much higher structural complexity 
(Labov 1972). The object of our study have been the oral narratives produced by 
intermediate and advanced students of English and ltalian as a foreign language at 
the University of Rome "La Sapienza" and the University of Sussex in the UK, 
respectively. The goal was to identify the difficulties that both sets of learners 
encounter when faced with the task of narrating in the target language; in other 
words, we expected to identify some developmental discourse features common 
to the discourse of both groups of students at an interlanguage stage. 

The main rationale behind our study - stili at an initial stage - is the scarcity 
of literature on the development of the narrative skill in L2/FL. A wide range of 
literature exists on the acquisition of the narrative skill by native speakers, and 
considerable research has also been produced in the area of children's language. 
W e then referred to the studies on narrative in L1 and the research on children's 
narratives and hypothesized that, within a narrative framework and with respect 
to some textual strategies commonly used by adult narrators, our learners would 
exhibit narrative behaviours similar, at least partly, to those of children (cf. 
Kernan 1977; Peterson and McCabe 1983; and McCabe and Peterson 1991). 

W e asked our two sets of intermediate and advanced students to produce what 
we have called "elicited" as opposed to "spontaneous" narrative because we told 
our subjects in advance what their task was going to be. Their discourse was 
therefore to a certain extent unplanned and semi casual. The instructions were to 
tell a story for approximately 10 minutes based on a personal experience or 
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something the learners had seen, heard or read about. Like ali narratives, the 
narratives we coliected were "non reciproca! texts" (Beaman 1984), in that the 
speakers ali held the floor for a considerable stretch of time; however, they also 
exhibited features of spontaneous interactive discourse between students/inter­
viewees and tutors/interviewers. Ali the students' stories were videotaped. 

The oral productions of our corpus included narrati ves of personal experience 
in most cases, or vicarious experience - the retelling of novels and films -, and a 
narrative joke. In ali the texts produced by our learners i t was possible to identify 
what Tannen (1984) calis "frames" or structures of expectations. Our learners 
knew very well that they were part of an experimental project when they said 
such things as "Is it on? Can I start now?". In other words, they had the 
"subject-of-experiment frame" and they also seemed to have a clear notion of 
what a narrative is, the "story-teliing frame", as the foliowing examples clearly 
show: "Si c'è una storia ahm reale"; "Allora questa è una storia molto strana". 

A few words on the literature we have referred to in this study will provide a 
clarification of our theoretical framework and a justification for our analytical 
approach. We share the view of most recent literature (de Beaugrande 1980; 
Labov 1972; Labov and Waletzky 1967; Polanyi 1985; Prince 1982, among 
others) according to which narratives are the reporting of a series of events that 
follow each other in a time sequence and which did take piace at specific 
moments in the past. In a narrative "the events are specific and affirmative. 
Event clauses may use transitive or intransitive verbs and tend to have specific 
agents and objects" (Polanyi 1985: 11). 

Hasan's (1984) analysis of nursery tales, along with Labov and Waletzky 
(1967) and Labov's (1972) study of personal narratives, have provided two 
different yet not contrasting models of narrative categories which account for the 
diverse segments inside the story. They ali have identified a progression from the 
abstract and orientation (Hasan's initiating element) to the episodic component 
that is the dynarnic core of the story where the events are located, on to the 
conclusion and coda (Hasan's finale and moral). Toolan (1991: 152) synthesizes 
Labov and Waletzky's six-part model as follows: 

Abstract: What, in a nutshell, is this story about? 
Orientation: Who, When, Where, What? 
Complicating action: Then what happened? 
Evaluation: So what, how is this interesting? 
Result or resolution: That finally happened? 
Coda: That's it, l've finished, and bridging back to our present 

situation. 

Hasan analyzes nursery tales, yet she presents the generic structure potential 
(GSP) of a nursery tale, in other words, the description of "the total range of 



The development of the narrative genre 147 

textual structures avilable withn a genre G" (Hasan 1984: 79), in a somewhat 
similar way to Labov and Waletzky's, with the optional elements in round 
brackets and the obligatory ones outside (Hasan 1984: 80): 

(Placement) Initiating event Sequent event Fina! event (Finale) (Mora!) 

Hasan's definition of the semantic properties of a story bave been particularly 
useful in determining the sense of narration of our students. Some elements 
which, according to Hasan, identify a nursery tale as such (and- it can be added­
a narrative), revealed, when present in the learners' narratives, their correct 
interpretation of the narrative genre an d their use of the story-telling frame. Just 
to give a few examples from our data, through particularization, so centrai to the 
realization of placement, an essential element/agent in the story is "singled out 
by mention" in contrast to what is left unmentioned: "C'era un professore"; "Un 
vecchio uomo aprì".' Temporal distance between the narrator and the character in 
the story, realized in nursery tales by the formula "once upon a time", can be 
variously expressed by defining a specific time reference for the story: "Quando 
avevo cinque sei anni abitava negli abitavo negli Stati Uniti"; "Il professore 
stava lì con la testa dentro il cofano". Finally, attribution is the characterization 
of subject through features pertaining to quality, status, possessi o n or 
relationship: "Monikia ... era una cantante di un gruppo rock degli anni '60"; "Un 
uomo con una tipi, tipicamente americano con una baseball cap". 

In Labov and Waletzky's view (1967) temporal organization is essential: A 
narrative is represented by a minimum of two sequentially and chronologically 
ordered events, the main line event clauses, surrounded by the state clauses 
defining the conte x t, the characters and the scenario (Polanyi I 985). In fact, the 
notion itself of narrative by Labov and Waletzky is based on a minima! sequence 
of two narrative clauses linked by a temporal juncture. The following is a 
narrative because of the temporal juncture between the second and third clauses: 

I know a boy named Harry. 
Another boy threw a bottle at him right in the head, 
and he had to get seven stitches. 
(Labov and Waletzky 1967: 28) 

Yet in some cases the learners in our study expressed their worry that a simply 
temporal but not causai juncture might transform a narrative into a list of 
actions devoid of sequentiality: 

E poi sono andata alla spiaggia con lei e sua famiglia e poi sono andata 
a Bologna e sono rimasta lì tre giorni... e dopo, questo è, this is like 
an itinerary. 
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Narrative clauses iri Labov are then unshiftable and constitute the referential 
backbone of the story, while free clauses are the evaluative movable elements. 
Labov's evaluation "consists of ali the means used to establish and sustain the 
poi n t" (Toolan 1991: 156) and i t is the device available to the teller to express 
hislher involvement with and feelings about the content of the narrative. 
Evaluation can be: a) completely external or embedded as a comment or 
expression of opinion by the teller or some other participant or embedded in the 
narrative as a non-verbal, physical response: "and now I must say I like this 
story for two reasons. The first one is an emotional reason because ... "; b) 
internai, when expressed by explicatives, but also by correlatives such as double 
appositives, intensifiers as in the case of expressive phonology, or comparators 
as in the case of modality: "non c'è difficoltà c'ho una una catena qui... la 
CCCCateniamo la macchina così possiamo portarti e la macchina insieme". 

Labov's notion of narrative and non-narrative clauses introduces the next 
parameter of reference for our analysis, that is the notion of background and 
foreground. While the latter refers to those predicates (variously defined in the 
literature, cf. Hopper and Thompson 1980; Dry 1981; Mourelatos 1978; 
Reinhart 1984, etc.) that advance the story line and move the time of narration 
ahead, the background elements define the context and the characters of a story 
and partly contribute to the speaker's goal. The linguistic literature on grounding 
has associated high transitivity with foreground and conversely low transitivity 
with background (Hopper and Thompson 1980). 

This traditional .approach tends to view foreground, main line events as 
affirmative action verbs, aspectually perfective and carried out by a powerful 
agent, while background materials are usually aspectually imperfective predic­
ates, stative verbs with a vaguely identified agent. Regarding syntax, foreground 
tends to be allocated to main clauses and background to subordinate ones 
(although a few exceptions to this claim exist, cf. Reinhart 1984: 807, note 10). 

The foregroundlbackground distinction has recently been labelled as "useful 
but dangerous" (Givon 1987: 185), and the notion of "grounding" has been 
viewed as a continuum rather than a binary opposition (Fleishman 1985; Givon 
1987; Reinhart 1984; Bazzanella and Calleri 1991, among others). Also, it has 
been recognized that the narrative organization is affected by strategies very 
similar to those which are active in vision (Bazzanella and Caleri 1991: 177) 
with things and facts moving back and forth like in a film. Although we 
assumed a more flexible approach rather than a cut-and-dry interpretation of the 
foregroundlbackground notion, we felt that a consideration of the type of 
predicates used by the learners in different parts of the stories could suggest their 
sense of narrative and provide an explanation for some features of the narrative 
discourse of our learners. 
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2 . Ana1yzing data from narrati ves: some initial findings 
2. l. The development of the episodi c component 

The results of our study are only partial; however, a double tendency seemed to 
appear in the narrati ves with problems. On the piane of narrative macrostructure, 
the Ieamers showed some difficulty in the formulation of the episodic component 
of their stories. The orientation or introduction did not seem to create problems, 
and the learners were often ready to take risks by experimenting with a variety of 
verb forms (e.g. present tense, present perfect, imperfect). The episodic 
component instead was often weakly constructed (cf. Piazza 1995). 

Additionally, in the observed narratives the predicates were often stative verbs 
and not action verbs. This was one of the elements which reduced the dynamics 
of the episodic component and weakened the narrative. In terms of the 
backgroundlforeground oppositon, such narratives seemed to develop the 
background more than the foreground and could be characterized as 
"descriptivized" narratives (Mosher 1991) because evaluations and descriptions of 
supporti ve materials took most of the space in the text. 

In the following extract, the centrai predicates are "siamo incontrati" and "mi 
hanno parlato", which do not carry a terribly high transitivity in Hopper and 
Thompson's terms, especially the latter, which is subsequently transformed into 
the aspectually imperfective predicate "parlavano": 

Allora due settimane fa stavo a Swanage... e stavo seduto vicino al 
mare ... stavo sola e c'era tanta gente ... e due gente che non avevo visto 
da due anni c'erano... siamo incontrati era stranissimo... mi hanno 
parlato ... e parlavano della di tutta la gente che conoscevo ... 

One strategy of poor storytellers appears similar to the narrative behaviour 
exhibited in younger children who produce "impoverished" narratives (cf. 
Peterson and McCabe 1983), where a few events are reported and often repeated 
but little if any evaluation is interspersed in the text: 

ok ok ieri sera sono andata andato da Meg... ma ieri sera lei mi ha 
invitato da lei per festeggiare un po' il compleanno ... per quello io 
sono andato lì ... 

2. 2. The management of reference and connectivity and the use of 
communication strategies 

Our narratives seemed to confirm findings from development studies of young 
storytellers (ofboth oral and written narratives). While weak narratives (similarly 
to young children's "immature" narratives, cf. Yde and Spoelders 1990) consisted 
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of discrete units, often 1inked by and/e, but in fact perceivab1e as autonomous 
elements, most sophisticated narratives exhibited a more subtle management of 
both reference and connectivity (cf. Halliday and Hasan 1976; Fox 1987; 
Bazzanella 1990; and Berretta 1984) which created good generai cohesion inside 
the text, as well as signalling different moments in the story: 

L'ho vista per la prima volta eh il perchè il suo figlio adottiva adottivo 
era nella stessa classe di me ... e durante tutta la perioda il periodo delle 
della scuola elementare lui era nella stessa classe... e allora ah questo 
ragazzo sembrava che mi volesse bene ... 

E dunque ... l'ho visto molto e ... sono andata ai suoi concerti ... e poi 
però quando ho avuto 12 13 anni ho dovuto traslocare di città ... 

With respect to communication strategies (cf. Tarone 1977 and 1980) our 
findings did not confirm Fakhri's (1984), who hypothesizes that narrative texts 
call for different communication strategies and particular sections in a story elicit 
particular communication strategies. Our leamers resorted to all sorts of 
strategies regardless of the parts of the story they were reporting on. At the 
present time then we feel unable to draw conclusions as to a correlation of story 
parts and types of communication strategies. 

Part Il. Background on tense switching and some further findings 
(by Linda Lombardo) 

3. Tense switching as a legitimate device in narrative 
3. l. Tense choice as a function of point of view and purpose 

After our initial ana1ysis of the data, we decided to look al so at verb tenses as an 
indication of narrative competence, with regard to both choice of tense and tense 
switching. Riddle (1986) argues that in actual discourse the choice between the 
present and past tenses is conditioned by the speaker's/writer's point of view and 
purpose in performing a speech act. According to her, past tense simply means 
"true before speech time" and completion is not part of the denotative meaning 
of the past tense. The past tense can be used to express past association for a 
situation whose time frame extends to the prese n t, just as the present can be used 
to express current re1evance of a situation which existed in the past. 

3. 2. Insights from research on L1 narrati ves in English 

In their study of children and adults of rniddle-class background who were 
monolingual speakers of American English, Berman and Slobin (1994) found 
that what distinguished adult narratives was a kind of rhetorical flexibility 
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manifested in a liberai shifting of tenses, both for local purposes and for 
expressive purposes related to the narrative as a whole. Older (school-age) 
children shifted tenses the least and their shifts tended to be locally rather than 
thematically motivated. Younger (pre-school-age) children shifted tenses the 
most, but their choices were either erratic or locally motivated. It would seem 
that older children need to limi t ali verb shifting in the difficult transition from 
the frequently unmotivated shifting of younger children to the rhetorically 
motivated shifting of adults. Berman and Slobin's (1994: 131) conclusion was 
that "the younger children fail to use grammatica! tense or aspect in a discourse­
appropriate fashion, in keeping with the demands of a well-organized narrative 
text." They stress that tense shifting is a legitimate device for switching 
temporal perspectives within an ongoing narrative. 

3. 3. Insights from research on L1 narrati ves in Italian 

Centineo (1991) looked at tense switching between passato remoto and passato 
prossimo in the narrati ves told by middle-class, college-educated adults who were 
native speakers of ltalian and lived in Sicily. Beyond the choice of passato 
remoto as the canonica! narrative mode or the passato prossimo as a more 
conversational and informai tense, she observed that in her data the switch 
between one tense and the other (orto the historic present) was often used as a 
device for signalling the narrator's evaluation of events in the narrative. 

Bazzanella and Calleri (1991) studied tense switching in narrative as a signa! 
of morphological and textual competence. In their research they asked Italian 
nursery school children to re-tell classic fairy tales. Tense switching (T) was 
defined as the use in a text of a tense other than the one immediately preceeding 
it. Non-standard verb tense switches (TX), defined as tense switches other than 
those adults would use orally or actually do use in written narratives, included 
tense switches produced when not required by the narrative sequence and tense 
switches expressed by a non-standard tense. The absence of a required tense 
switch (absence of T) was also exarnined. Bazzanella and Calleri (1991: 175) 
argue that "the non-standard interrelation among tense, aspect and modality, 
typical of the first stages of language acquistion, reappears afterward in the face 
of tasks beyond everyday language use." 

They note that, among the switches to the present simple, is the use of verba 
dicendi, in which the event is related to the speech time: "poi incontrò un un un 
il suo il il lupo e gli dice ciao bambina dove vai dove vai". Although they 
classify this tense switch under TX, we would argue that i t is instead an example 
of something adults would frequently do in ora! narratives. Furthermore, we 
would question their affirmation that switching to the present tense inside a 
narrative where past tenses are prevalently used, as a kind of breaking through 
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into performance, is a result of an inability to sustain the tension necessary to 
produce a complex narrative text. To justify our own assignment of examples 
from our datato T or TX, we referto work by Schiffrin (1981) and Wolfson 
(1982) in the section that follows. 

3. 4. Oral narrative as performance 

A number of sociolinguistic studies equate oral narratives, particularly those 
which ha ve a dramatic component, with performance. Part of oral performance is 
creating involvement through a sense of identification between audience and 
performer or between audience and characters in the text. Wolfson (1982) 
maintains that the patterns of switching between historic past and present tense 
in conversation-embedded narratives have the following distinct functions: they 
allow the teller to intervene; they focus attention on certain portions of the 
narrative; and they divide up the flow of action into distinct events. 

Schiffrin (1981) offers qualified support for the traditional view of the 
historic present and for Wolfson's claim about tense switching as a possible 
device for separating out events. In the narrati ves she analyzed she found historic 
present almost totally confined to the complicating action of the narrative, where 
tense does not have to do any special task of temporal orientation, as the 
presentational order is normally the temporal one. She noted the most typical 
pattern to be one in which the complicating action begins with past tense verbs 
then shifts to the historic present, with other possible shifts between present and 
past, and concludes with past tense verbs, with a tendency for verbs in the same 
tense to cluster together. Thus both Wolfson and Schiffrin see a discourse 
function for verb switching in oral narrati ves. 

3. 5. Analyzing tense switching in L2 narrati ves 

Within the framework of the research outlined above we attempted to examine 
tense switching in the data we collected as an indicator of narrative competence 
in an L2. W e predicted that linguisitically weaker learners would exhibit many of 
the problems typical of Berman and Slobin's non-adults and Bazzanella and 
Calleri's children. While we used Bazzanella and Calleri's categories, under the 
influence of the work done by Wolfson and Schiffrin, we decided to assign what 
we felt were clear examples of verba dicendi and the historic present to the T 
category (tense switching required or motivated by narrative development). We 
expected the better narratives to display more tense shifting that was local and 
extended and less non-standard tense shifting and avoidance of required tense 
shifting. 
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4 • Analyzing data from narratives: some additional findings on the 
treatment of verb tenses within narrative structure 

4 .l. Tense switching required or motivated by narrative development to the 
present indicative: 

4 .1.1. The use of verba dicendi, which relate events to the time of speaking: 

Because she caused ... she caused ... I read it on newpapers I found three 
weeks ago ... she caused a little argument between Mike Bongiorno and 
Enzo Tortora. Because Mike Bongiorno ... no Enzo Tortora says to 
Mike Bongiorno ah, what do you think about this giri? She's good? 
She's nice? Do you like her? And Mike Bongiorno answers ... uh in a 
bad way ... using bad words. 

4. l. 2. The use of the historic prese n t, which is a breaking into performance, a 
stylistic device enhancing liveliness: 

And the most important problem was that during the day before i t 
rained a lot and so the water carne down very strongly... in our body ... 
our face .. and really you can't breathe! · 

4. l. 3. As a way of segmenting the flow of action or marking different 
narrative layers: 

Perchè credevo che i due uomini davanti erano due tassisti... che ... 
stavano in una macchina a chiacchierare. A questo punto l'uomo mi 
guarda e fa ... 

4. l. 4. As a deictic shift, a spacio-temporal anchorage to the present, in the 
evaluation or coda: 

Because it's dangerous. If you don't have a guide, you can't go. After 
walking there was the most important... exciting part of the trip I find 
because we walked under the fall. 

4. l. 5. T o express direct speech/thought: 

E il proprietario ha cominciato a gridare e lui mi ha detto io chiedo la 
polizia e questo è il primo incontro con i gruppi e ho pensato forse ... 
you know ... torno in Inghilterra ... questo non funziona. 
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4. 2. Good management of the past progressivelimpeifetto to background 
materia!: 

He was looking for the world... the town... the streets. Something 
changed and he carne back. 

4. 3. Expression of narrative flashback via the use of the past 
perfectltrapassato prossimo: 

Allora ah dopo qualche anno l'ho visto una volta alla tv e poi ah ho 
sentito ah parlare di lei solo due volte eh le due ambedue fra... da un 
articolo del gìornale ... la prima volta per dire che lei aveva aperto un 
ristorante in Parigi. 

4. 4. Tense shift required or motivated by narrative development to express 
anteriority: 

He feels love not for his fiancee which is dull... a very dull person ... 
but for a foreigner... a Russian giri Sasha who is the daughter of the 
Russian ambassador carne in England during the 161 O that was the year 
of the great uh the great disgelo. London was covered with snow and 
ice ... 

4. 5. Non standard tense switching to the present indicative: 
4. 5 .l. T o express reported speech/thought: 

E purtroppo io ero al lato dell'insegnante ... e ho pensato che forse lui 
ha ragione. 

4. 5. 2. Due to a lack of temporal contro l and planning: 

W e are ... we didn't feel so linked so we often divided our group and who 
want to ... who wanted to go ... I don't know ... to see a museum go and 
then the other.s stay in the tents or make something else. 

4. 6. Non standard tense switching to the past tense: 

I go up the stairs thinking about this so when I arrive out in the 
Cinquecento Square I stopped suddenly. What happens? 



The development of the narrative genre 155 

4. 7. Absence of progressivelimpeifetto indicativo (failure to background 
material): 

Allora un anno ho voluto andare a rivederla e andare per il mio 
compleanno però ho provato di telefonare molte volte ma non c'era 
risposta. 

4. 8. Absence of past perfect (failure to express narrative flashbacks): 

But after the war they could join with Mashek's father who had to go t o 
fight in Russia ... but Mashek's grandfather was killed by Nazis. 

5 . Interpretation of findings on verb forms and future orientations 

In the Berman and Slobin (1994) study, older children preferred a more 
straightforward, uniform narrative mode with less tense switching as an 
expressive option than adults exhibited. They conclude that these children lack 
the kind of rhetorical flexibility which they will develop as adult tellers of 
stories. This finding, as well as the work by Riddle (1986), Schiffrin (1981) and 
Wolfson (1982), suggests that narratively appropriate tense shifting can save a 
story from being "flat" and add another dimension through layering and focusing, 
in this way creating greater dynamism. In this sense, the more interesting 
narrati ves in our data did indeed manifest a similar kind of tense shifting. At the 
same time, there were instances even in the best narratives of inappropriate tense 
shifting or absence of required tense shifting, replicating Bazzanella and Calleri's 
(1991) finding that children faced with a difficult narrative task reverted to the 
less successful strategies characteristic of the early stages of language 
acquisition. On the other band, the weaker narrati ves in our data tended to display 
non-systematic tense switching, unmotivated at either the local or the thematic 
levels, where verbs which should have been chunked together were often 
expressed in different tenses. 

The present research is stili at an initial phase with gaps which will need to 
be filled in during further research in this area. Por example, focusing only on 
narratives in the L2 can lead to premature judgements about the kinds of 
shortcomings or errors which appear in the data (cf. Gee 1985; Polanyi 1985; 
Schneider 1989; and Blum-Kulka 1993). Por this reason, it is a good idea to 
look also at the L1 narratives produced by the same learners. 

In the same way, focusing only on spoken discourse may not show the 
whole picture since specific language features (or their absence) may be a product 
of the genre of oral narrative (cf. Ochs 1979 and Tannen 1982). Although we 
tried to make systematic comparisons with native-speaker renditions of oral 
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narrative reported in other research, another dimension could be added to the 
research on L2 narratives by looking also at the written narratives produced by 
the same leamers. 

Finally, it seems clear from the references made here to literature on children 
telling narratives in their L1 that many of their problems and strategies are also 
characteristic of adults with limited language competence telling narrati ves in an 
L2. lt may be that .examining a child's acquisition of narrative in an L2 could 
shed further light on the linguistic behaviour of our own foreign language 
leamers. 

The authors hope in further research on narrative in L2 to be able to include 
some of these additional dimensions. 
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