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Abstract 

 

The current study is a corpus-based study that investigates (a) written narrative productions of 

second language (L2) learners regarding aspects of both macrostructure and microstructure 

and (b) the effects of linguistic and contextual factors on the written narratives. Narratives are 

a useful tool since they depict children’s communicative, linguistic and cognitive abilities. 

Recent studies in L2 learners exhibited that both macrostructure and microstructure are linked 

with language proficiency, cognitive abilities and contextual factors (e.g. input and literacy 

practices). The present study examined macro- and microstructural aspects of 91 written 

narratives of L2 learners of Greek with Albanian origin by means of the Greek Learner 

Corpus. The results showed that language proficiency affects both macrostructure and 

microstructure. In addition, noun diversity correlated with literacy support in both languages 

and residence in the host country. The outcomes have further pedagogical implications and 

they also suggest that literacy should be supported in both languages in order to increase L2 

learners’ linguistic abilities. 
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Effects of language proficiency and contextual factors on second language learners’ 

written narratives: A corpus-based study 

 

1. Introduction 

The increasing number of recent studies investigating oral and written narrative skills in bilingual children 
and second language (L2) learners indicate the growing interest of the scientific and educational community in 
narrative analysis, since it is considered an ecologically valid way to explore children’s communicative 
competence (Botting, 2002) as well as various linguistic, cognitive and social abilities (Tager-Flusberg & 
Sullivan, 1994). Narrative skills are usually analyzed under two axes: macrostructure and microstructure. The 
former refers to the so-called global coherence of a narrative (e.g. setting the time and place, the characters and 
the episodes of the story) while the latter concerns the local coherence (e.g. lexical and syntactic complexity) 
(Gagarina et al., 2012). 

With regard to the factors that seem to explain at least a part of the variance attested in L2 storytelling, 
increased language proficiency has found to improve narrative production, in particular narrative structure and 
cohesion, in both bilingual and L2 children, although there is an ongoing debate about whether a necessary 
threshold needs to be reached for the advantages to appear (Montanari, 2004; Viberg, 2011). Additionally, 
contextual factors, and particularly emergent literacy (i.e. home literacy/parental book reading, in line with 
schooling/kindergarten), are also considered to enhance children’s narrative skills (Snow & Dickinson, 1990; 
Cain, 2003; Gorman et al., 2011; Karlsen et al., 2016). 

Further expanding our understanding about the factors affecting narrative productions in L2, the present 
study investigates, by means of the Greek Learner Corpus (GLC; Tantos & Papadopoulou, 2014), the written 
narratives generated by young L2 learners with Albanian as their first language (L1) and Greek as their L2. For 
the purposes of this study aspects of macrostructure and microstructure were analyzed. More specifically, Story 
Grammar (a series of events in a story) and aspects of lexical and syntactic complexity (i.e., verb and noun 
diversity, content and function words and main and subordinate clauses) were examined in relation to (a) 
linguistic factors (i.e. L2 proficiency) and (b) contextual factors (i.e., years of residence in Greece and years of 
attendance at Greek and Albanian educational setting). We believe that the present study adds value to the 
existing work on L2 written narratives and can have further pedagogical implications, since it will inform 
teachers and language instructors about learners’ written narrative abilities and about the factors affecting them. 

2. Bilingualism and second language acquisition 

Bilingualism is affected by numerous parameters, and therefore it is accompanied by great diversity 
(Grosjean, 1989). In short, the Age of Onset of L2 acquisition, input, literacy in both languages (biliteracy) and 
socioeconomic status are factors that are found to have an impact on linguistic and cognitive development (for a 
review see Andreou, 2015). 

Αge of L2 onset is a crucial factor since it is often used to determine the different types of bilinguals. 
Nonetheless, there is no consensus among researchers regarding the age range and the age criteria. Meisel (2009) 
claimed that simultaneous bilinguals are considered the speakers who have been exposed to the two languages 
from birth while sequential/successive bilinguals are those who were exposed at a later age. More specifically, 
early sequential/successive bilinguals were exposed to the L2 from 1 to 4 years and late sequential/successive 
bilinguals were exposed to the L2 from year 4 onwards. 

By contrast, Rothweiler (2006) suggested a stricter perspective, arguing that when a child is exposed to the 
L2 at school age is considered an L2 learner. Similarly, Grosjean (1989) and De Houwer (1995) noted that 
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children who are exposed to both languages from birth or to the L2 up to the age of 3 are considered as 
simultaneous bilinguals, while children who are exposed to the L2 from 3 to 7 years old are called 
sequential/successive bilinguals. The second group is further subdivided to early (3-4 years old) and late 
sequential/successive bilinguals (4-7 years old). The stricter perspectives are based on the so-called Critical 
Period Hypothesis (Lenneberg, 1967) and the gradual decrease in our ability to acquire an L2 to native-like 
levels (e.g. age 7-8 years; Johnson & Newport, 1989). According to other researchers (Schwartz, 2004; 
Unsworth, 2005) a valid criterion to discriminate between L2 and bilingual acquisition may be that the main 
features and core structures of the L1 grammar have been settled down before regular exposure to the L2 starts. 
Continuing this line of reasoning, many studies have found that L2 children acquire language similarly to L2 
adults whereas simultaneous and early successive bilinguals acquire language in a similar fashion to 
monolinguals (Kroffke & Rothweiler, 2006; Meisel, 2008, 2009; Sopata, 2010). 

Both in bilingualism (Chondrogianni & Marinis, 2011; Bedore et al., 2012; Unsworth, 2014, 2016) and in 
L2 acquisition (Viberg, 2001), studies have shown that quality and quantity of input affect language acquisition. 
Studies in bilingualism have also verified that biliteracy and bilingual educational setting positively affect the 
acquisition of both languages (Bongartz & Torregrossa, 2017; Andreou & Tsimpli, 2020). According to 
Cummins (1976, 1979) bilingual speakers transfer skills across languages (“interdependence theory” and 
“common underlying proficiency”), especially as far as literacy is concerned. In other words, once bilinguals 
have acquired basic literacy skills in their L1 and they have also developed communicative abilities in the L2 
they transfer the literacy skills from L1 to L2. In a similar vein, in a study of Andreou and Tsimpli (2020) 
findings suggested that the lack of literacy support in L1 negatively affected the literacy development in L2 since, 
conceivably, transfer of abilities from L1 to L2 was impeded, due to the unequal literacy support between the 
two languages. Durgunoğlu (2002) as well noted the importance of transfer from L1 to L2 Transfer of skills 
between languages is also discussed by Bongartz and Torregrossa (2017) who focus on narrative skills; 
According to them, the ability to produce coherent narrative discourse is considered one of the best indicators of 
literacy skills and academic language proficiency. Their findings pointed out that low language proficiency, in 
line with unbalanced literacy, leads to reduced performance in narrative discourse. By contrast, balanced literacy 
practices can counterbalance the low proficiency level and facilitate the transfer of narrative skills between the 
two languages. Recent studies have shown that literacy also plays and important role in L2 learners (Rydland et 
al., 2014; Squires et al., 2014; Karlsen et al., 2016). Thus, emergent literacy (shared-book reading) is also 
positively correlated to language development. 

3. Narratives 

3.1 Primary and secondary discourse ability 

An interesting distinction for the purposes of the current study is the one between primary and secondary 
discourse ability (Francis, 2006). Primary discourse ability underlies children’s everyday narrations that are 
generated in a specific context and are, thus, built on shared background knowledge with the interlocutor. This 
kind of storytelling consists of an unstructured sequence of events and usually lacks strong cohesive ties 
(Bongartz & Torregrossa, 2017). What is more, this early narrative along with core linguistic knowledge is 
considered “universally attainable” (Francis, 2006, p. 42). 

On the other hand, secondary discourse ability refers to the transition from basic, situation-embedded 
conversational speech to carefully structured and decontextualized narrations. Apart from the increase in the use 
of cohesive mechanisms, this kind of discourse demands a high effort to maintain the narration as clear and 
unambiguous to the interlocutor as possible (Bongartz & Torregrossa, 2017). Additionally, late (Francis, 2006) or 
schooled (Fang, 2001) narratives, requiring developed competencies (or knowledge structures) in the level of 
discourse, are largely interdependent with advanced information-processing skills and metalinguistic awareness 
(Francis, 2006). Since the latter is primarily fostered in school setting, secondary discourse ability is said to be 
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considerably prone to growing variation in typically developing children. 

It is exactly this variation that is investigated by means of elicited narratives for the purposes of research in 
the field of psycholinguistics and education. 

3.2 Narratives as a tool 

Narratives can be either oral or written and they can be elicited by means of pictures or video. Furthermore, 
they can be produced either in a telling or in a retelling mode: in the former, participants look at the pictures or 
watch the video and are asked to create a story on their own while in the latter, they hear the story before they are 
asked to reproduce it. In general, telling is more difficult for children than retelling, while according to Andreou 
(2015) retelling has been found to boost participants’ performance and increase the length and complexity of 
their narratives (e.g. the use of subordinate clauses). 

Narratives are usually analyzed based on two main components: microstructure and macrostructure, as 
introduced by Kintsch and van Dijk (1978), which are said to be two separate but interdependent areas 
underlying narrative discourse competence (Liles et al., 1995). 

Microstructure concerns a narrative’s sentence level and is explored by means of various measures of lexical 
and syntactic complexity (Hughes et al., 1997). For instance, microstructural aspects denote narrative length, 
number of content and function words, number of main and subordinate clauses, use of tense, aspect, voice, 
inflectional morphology etc. (Miller, 1981; Scott & Stokes, 1995; Schuele & Tolber, 2001; Nippold et al., 2005). 
Microstructure also pertains to lexical diversity (Templin, 1957). 

On the other hand, macrostructure refers to a language independent higher-order hierarchical organization of 
the story (Pearson, 2002; Heilmann et al., 2010) and, according to the Story Grammar model (Stein & Glenn, 
1978), denotes participants’ ability to successfully handle and transmit the setting of the story, i.e. information 
about the time and the place and introduction of the main characters and its episodes. More specifically, each 
episode is said to consist of the following basic elements: (a) a goal the protagonist sets in order to respond to an 
external event, (b) his/her attempt to accomplish this goal and (c) the outcome of his/her attempt, i.e. the success 
or failure in achieving his/her goal and solving the problem that initially motivated his/her action (McCabe & 
Peterson, 1984; Schneider et al.; Gagarina et al., 2012). 

Apart from the establishment of the story’s context and the arrangement of its episodic structure, Hickmann 
(2004) and Andreou (2015) add to a story’s macrostructure the component of referential cohesion, i.e. character 
introduction and maintenance throughout the story with the use of various linguistic devices, as well as the 
Theory of Mind ability (Premack & Woodruff, 1978), in terms of presenting the characters’ mental state 
representations (i.e. feelings, intentions and beliefs; cf. Stein & Glenn, 1978; Curenton & Justice, 2004). 

After having introduced the basic concepts in the use of narratives for the investigation of secondary 
discourse ability, we now turn to the studies having used this methodology to explore variation in L2 narrative 
productions. 

3.3 Factors affecting narrative skills 

Many studies have indicated proficiency in L2 as one of the most pivotal factors for successful storytelling. 
Although studies use different ways to measure proficiency, the most reliable factor was found to be grammatical 
knowledge and not vocabulary knowledge (Bedore et al., 2012). What is more, proficiency has also been found 
to act in combination with contextual factors (Karlsen et al., 2016), which will be further analyzed later. 

With regards to proficiency, it is important to mention that most of the research outcomes suggested that 
linguistic proficiency and macro- and microstructural features of narrative production correlate once a certain 
level of proficiency in L2 has been reached (Montanari, 2004; Viberg, 2011), as Cummins (1976, 1979) also 
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suggested. However, evidence against a strong interdependence between children’s proficiency and 
macrostructure is offered by Gutiérrez-Clellen (2002) who claim that participants, despite their low level of 
grammatical knowledge in the L2, managed to produce efficient and coherent stories. 

Turning to contextual factors, there seems to be a reciprocal positive influence between narrative and 
literacy practices. In detail, a vast majority of studies have linked storytelling efficiency with the development of 
literacy skills, reading abilities and school success (McCabe & Rollins, 1994; McCabe, 1996; Bliss et al., 1998; 
Gutiérrez-Clellen, 2002; Swanson et al., 2005; Miller et al., 2006; Walach, 2008; Bongartz, 2016; Gagarina, 
2016) since children’s experience with oral discourse prepares them to more readily understand and accept the 
written texts conventions that are going to encounter during their schooling (Hadley, 1998; Westby, 2005).  

On the other hand, parental book reading (i.e. emergent literacy) has been found to have a positive impact on 
children’s language development (Teale & Sulzby, 1986; Bus et al., 1995; Leseman & de Jong, 1998), and 
narrative production skills, regardless of the socioeconomic status of the speakers (Evans et al., 2010), since it 
helps children become familiar with story structure (Snow & Dickinson, 1990; Cain, 2003). Furthermore, as 
mentioned earlier, Karlsen et al. (2016) have found evidence that proficiency in combination with home literacy 
and exposure to L2 in kindergarten predict performance in microstructure measures.  

Thus, schooling, i.e. kindergarten, has also been found to enhance children’s narrative skills (Gorman et al., 
2011). Finally, Karlsen et al. (2016) have also found evidence that contextual factors along with cognitive 
abilities strongly correlate with performance in macrostructure. 

Karlsen et al. (2016) conclude their study highlighting the need for further research concerning the impact of 
different linguistic, contextual and cognitive factors on both L1 and L2 narrative productions. Our study aims at 
contributing to this discussion and providing more evidence on the way these factors explain variation in 
storytelling. For this purpose, factors such as proficiency in L2, as well as the time spent in Greek and Albanian 
educational setting are included in the analyses. 

4. The present study 

We set out to investigate, by means of the Greek Learner Corpus (GLC; Tantos & Papadopoulou, 2014), the 
role of language proficiency and contextual factors in aspects of both macrostructure and microstructure in 
written productions of L2 learners with Albanian origin. 

Our first research question concerned the impact of language proficiency on aspects of the two main 
narrative components, macro- and microstructure, the main prediction being that language proficiency would 
indeed affect them (Montanari, 2004; Viberg, 2011); hence the more proficient the student, the better stories they 
would give and the more complex sentences and more divergent vocabulary they would use. 

Our second research question was whether contextual factors would correlate with narrative skills. Thus, we 
expected that input (Viberg, 2001) and literacy practices (Karlsen et al., 2016) would correlate with the 
performance in macrostructure and microstructure, since more input and higher literacy would lead to a more 
complete storytelling, to the use of more complex structures and greater noun and verb diversity. 

4.1 Greek Learner Corpus (GLC) 

The data analyzed in the present study are part of the Greek Learner Corpus (GLC), compiled within the 
framework of the three-year (2010-2013) project “Education of Foreign and Repatriated Greek Students”, 
funded by the European Union and the Greek Ministry of Education, Lifelong Learning and Religious Affairs.1 
GLC consists of written productions of learners in primary and secondary education levels (Tantos & 
Papadopoulou, 2014), with a great variety of first languages, the most common of which are Albanian, Slavic 

                                                      
1 http://www.diapolis.auth.gr/ 
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languages, Georgian, Arabic, Hindi and Urdu (Tantos & Papadopoulou, 2014), with Albanian being also the most 
common overall (46%). The corpus includes around 500 written productions (approximately 33,000 words) by 
329 students (males, n=211 and females, n=118) studying in reception classes in public schools all over Greece. 
All participants were recruited from public schools in Greece. Moreover, all data were collected after children’s 
parents gave their written consent. The study received the approval of the Research Ethics Committee of the 
Greek Ministry of Education and the Institution of Educational Policy in Greece. 

All the texts included in the GLC are annotated for learners’ errors which are separated in two main 
categories (following Dulay et al., 1982): (a) linguistic errors (e.g. determiners, tense, aspect) and (b) error 
performance (e.g. omission, addition, substitution; see Tantos & Papadopoulou, 2014). Nonetheless, the 
productions were not annotated regarding macro- and microstructure. Finally, it is important to mention that the 
corpus is accompanied by a metadata file containing useful information about learners’ age, L1, years of 
residence in Greece, years in the Greek educational system and years in another’s country educational system. 

4.2 Participants 

For the purposes of the present study, only the texts generated by Albanian speaking L2 learners of Greek 
were used since, as noted earlier, they consisted the numerically largest language group of the corpus (1592 out 
of 319 students) and we wanted to avoid any differences that might arise from different L1s. Before going on to 
present participants’ profile, we should underline that, following the classification of Rothweiler (2006), 
Grosjean (1989) and De Houwer (1995), as noted earlier in section 2, for the purposes of the present study 
participants are considered as L2 learners, and not as bilingual speakers, since they have been exposed to Greek 
language after the age of seven. 

It is worth noting that the Albanian speaking community consisted at the time of the data collection the 
largest immigrant community in Greece, according to the Press Release of the Hellenic Statistical Authority 
(2014). Albanian immigrants arrived in Greece mostly during the late 80’s and early 90’s due to political 
upheaval. The children of the present study are children of these immigrants. Hence, the participants that were 
included in the study were 91 Albanian-speaking learners (59 males and 32 females), studying Greek as a second 
language at the reception classes of the Greek public schools, during the school period 2011-20123. Specifically, 
the participants were either third to sixth graders of elementary school or students of the first three grades of high 
school (aged 8-18 years; mean age: 11.5 years).  

Students’ proficiency in Greek was assessed by means of two4 standardized placement tests of increasing 
difficulty, the first administered to learners in the third and fourth grade of primary school and the second one to 
fifth and sixth graders and high school students. The placement tests were designed based on a revised version of 
CEFR scale (Council of Europe 2001) that was adapted in order to match young learners’ characteristics. An 
important modification was the exclusion of C1 and C2 levels of proficiency since they were too hard to adapt to 
learners’ cognitive and communicative abilities (Tzevelekou et al., 2013). 

With respect to test scoring, the maximum score for each test was 60, 15 for each of the units mentioned 
above. Students would be placed at a specific level, if they scored at least half out of the total score 
corresponding to this level (Tzevelekou et al., 2013). An example of the scale used for students who undertook 
the first version of the test is given in Table 1. Most of the students in our study were placed at the B1 level, 
while some students were placed at the A2 and only a few at the B2 level. Due to the very small number of 
students being placed at the B2 level (n=6), we decided to exclude this group of participants from our analysis. 
Further background information about participants’ profile (i.e. proficiency level in Greek, chronological age, 

                                                      
2 We included only the participants that their metadata matched with their written productions. 
3 It should be noted that the present study did not take into account any participants’ language disorders, since no exclusion criteria were 
applied during the initial data collection.  
4 There was one more test administered to the first two grades of primary education but it is not mentioned here as it is beyond the scope of 
the present study. 
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years of residence in Greece and years of attendance in the Greek and the Albanian educational setting) was 
retrieved from the metadata file and is all summarized in Table 2. The aforementioned information was collected 
by means of a questionnaire that was administered in the form of an interview between the researchers and the 
students. 

Table 1 

Classification of the results of the first version of the placement test 

0-10 Not classified 
11-30 Preliminary Stage 
31-50 A1 
51-60 A2 

 

Table 2 

Participants’ profile (means and SDs) 

Proficiency Age 
Years of residence 

in Greece 
Years in Greek 

educational setting 
Years in Albanian 
educational setting 

A2 (n=30) 9.1 (SD=1.2) 5.8 (SD=2.5) 4.1 (SD=1.0) 1 (SD=1.1) 
B1 (n=61) 12.6 (SD=2.5) 6.1 (SD=3.5) 4.9 (SD=2.3) 3.1 (SD=3.0) 

 

As we can infer from the mean scores in Table 2, students with higher proficiency in Greek were older than 
students with lower proficiency in Greek. In addition, B1 students had spent more time in both the Greek and the 
Albanian educational setting than A2 students, a difference which could easily be explained by the age difference 
between the two groups. 

4.3 Material 

The task used to collect participants’ written productions that were analyzed in the present study was an 
elicitation narration task (part of the written production unit of both versions of the placement test), which tested 
students’ written narrative skills by means of a series of black and white pictures (cf. Figure 1). The presented 
pictures were an adaptation of Hickmann’s Cat Story (2003) and were later revised for the development of the 
Multilingual Assessment Instrument for Narratives (MAIN, Gagarina et al., 2012; for information on the Greek 
version of the tool see Tsimpli et al., 2020). 

With regards to the procedure, students had to look at the six pictures that were presented all at once, and 
write a story. The phrase “Once upon a time” was already given in Greek as a start, and they were asked to 
continue the story. Students could look at the pictures during the whole time of their narration. Therefore, any 
effects of working memory are excluded. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. The pictures used in the 
narration task 
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4.4 Coding 

As far as macrostructure is concerned, we calculated the Story Grammar score. In order to measure it, we 
divided the story in three episodes, each consisting of a Goal, an Attempt and an Outcome of the main character 
(cf. Table 3). Following Gagarina et al. (2012) and Tsimpli et al. (2020), we gave participants 1 point for each 
element they mentioned in each episode and 0 points for omitting the element. We also gave participants 1 point 
for mentioning information about the time and the place setting as well as for introducing each character of the 
episode, while 0 points if they did not mention them (Andreou, 2015). The sum of these points represented the 
final Story Grammar score. 

Table 3 

Story Grammar corresponding to the six pictures of the task 

Episode Main character Goal Attempt Outcome 
1st Mother bird The mother bird wants 

to feed the baby birds 
The mother bird 
leaves the nest to find 
food 

The mother bird 
returns to the nest 
with food 

2nd Cat The cat wants to eat 
the baby birds 

The cat tries to climb 
the tree to reach the 
baby birds 

The cat reaches the 
nest 

3rd Dog The dog wants to save 
the baby birds 

The dog bites the cat’s 
tail to take it down 

The dog chases the cat 
and the cat runs away 

 

With regard to microstructure, following Andreou (2015), we investigated a variety of measures: (a) length 
of narration, (b) verb diversity ratio, (c) noun diversity ratio, (d) content words ratio, (e) function words ratio, (f) 
main clauses ratio and (g) subordinate clauses ratio. We measured the length of narration by counting the 
number of verbal clauses. Verb diversity ratio was counted by dividing the number of verb types to the number of 
verb tokens. Noun diversity ratio was counted by dividing the number of noun types to the number of noun 
tokens. Content words ratio was calculated by dividing the number of content words by the total number of 
words while function words ratio was calculated by dividing the number of function words by the total number 
of words. For the main clauses ratio, we divided the number of main clauses by the total number of verb clauses 
whereas for the subordinate clauses ratio we divided the number of subordinate clauses by the total number of 
verb clauses. For the purposes of the current study, we chose not to further analyze the subordinate clauses 
(adverbial, relative and complement). In order the results to be more comprehensible they are presented in 
percentages. 

5. Results 

5.1 Language proficiency and macro and microstructure 

Macrostructure - In order to test our first research question, we first focused on the component of 
macrostructure, setting as the independent variable the language proficiency and as the dependent one the total 
score of Story grammar. Independent samples t-tests were conducted on raw scores. The results have indicated a 
group effect on the scores of Story Grammar (t (89) = -3.565, p = .001). Hence, A2 group scored significantly 
lower (65.3%) than the B1 group (74.2%; cf. Figure 2). 

Delving into the results of Story Grammar the findings suggested that both groups, and particularly the A2 
group, had difficulties setting the time (A2: 3%; and B1: 11%) and place (A2: 33%; and B1: 63.9%) of the story. 
In the setting of the time, the result is expected if we consider that the phrase “Once upon a time” was given. 

On the contrary, all main characters were successfully introduced (both groups scored above 90%). Similarly, 
the attempt of the episodes reached very high scores whereas the goal and the outcome were often not mentioned 
(cf. Table 4). The most problematic cases were detected in the outcome of the second episode for the A2 group 
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and the goal of the third episode for both groups (cf. Table 4). The outcomes of the episodes, they seem to 
exhibit the greatest variation among Story Grammar components. More specifically, learners exhibit a very high 
accuracy in the outcome of the 3rd episode while their performance decreases in the 1st one and is even lower in 
the 2nd episode. 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Overall scores (%) on Story 
Grammar (macrostructure) per proficiency 

level group 

Table 4 

Scores of the proficiency groups in Story Grammar 

Setting time A2 3% 
B1 11% 

Setting place A2 33% 
B1 63.9% 

Episode Main character Goal Attempt Outcome 
1st A2 93.3% 47% 93.3% 60% 

B1 96.7% 63.9% 93.4% 67.2% 
2nd A2 100% 53.3% 93.3% 17% 

B1 98.3% 70.4% 90.1% 45.9% 
3rd A2 100% 33.3% 97% 90% 

B1 100% 24.5% 91.8% 95.1% 
 

Microstructure - Turning to the impact of language proficiency on the second narrative component included 
in our first research question, microstructure, we also ran independent samples t-tests with (a) length of 
narratives, (b) main clauses ratio and subordinate clauses ratio, (c) content words ratio and function words ratio 
and (d) verb and noun diversity as dependent variables and language proficiency as independent variable. No 
differences were found in respect to the length of narratives (t (89) = -.990, p = .325); hence the A2 group used 
roughly 14.2 verb clauses per narration, while the B1 group produced 15.2 verb clauses in their narrations. 

In terms of the main clauses ratio and subordinate clauses ratio, there was a clear preference for the use of 
main clauses by both groups (for the A2 group: 77.5% and for the B1 group: 67.4%; cf. Figure 3). Independent 

t-tests exhibited that the A2 group used more main clauses than the B1 group (t (89) = 2.798, p = .006). In the 
opposite fashion, with regards to the use of subordinate clauses, A2 used fewer subordinate sentences compared 
to the B1 group (t (89) = 2.790, p = .006). 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Use of main and subordinate 
clauses (%) per proficiency group 
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Concerning the use of content and function words, they seem to be rather equally used per group and 
between groups (cf. Figure 4). Subsequently, results have not indicated any group effect in the use of either 
content or function words (t (89) = -.157, p = .876; t (89) = .157, p = .876; respectively). 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4. Use of content and function 
words (%) per proficiency group 

In terms of word diversity, the diversity in nouns is above 80% for both groups (A2: 89.4% and B1: 86.7%), 
as Figure 5 depicts. No group effect was found for the noun diversity (t (89) = .941, p = .349). On the other hand, 
in terms of the verb diversity, differences were observed between the groups (t (89) = 2.617, p = .012). Hence, 
the A2 group used a greater variety of verbs (76.1%) compared to the B1 group (66.7%). Paired-samples t-test 
have shown that in both groups noun diversity was higher compared to verb diversity (for the A2 group: t (29) = 
-3.056, p = .005; for the B1 group: t (60) = -8.747, p < .001). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5. Verb and noun diversity 
per proficiency group 

 

5.2 Contextual factors and macro and microstructure 

With regards to our second research question, about correlations between contextual factors and macro- and 
microstructural features, we ran bivariate correlations. As variables were set the meta-data (years of residence in 
Greece, years in the Greek educational setting, years in Albanian educational setting, total proficiency scores and 
sub-scores of it, i.e. oral and written comprehension, grammar and written production of the placement test) and 
(a) Story Grammar score, (b) verb/noun diversity, (c) content/function words and (d) main/subordinate clauses. 

Regarding the microstructural features, the use of main clauses negatively correlates with the scores on 
grammar and written production of placement test (r (91) = -.237, p = .023; r (91) = -.293, p = .005; 
respectively); thus, the more main clauses a student uses the poorer grammatical abilities and writing skills they 
have. By contrast, subordinate clauses have been found to correlate with written production of placement test (r 
(91) = .239, p = .023; r (91) = .292, p = .005; respectively); hence, the better written production a student has, 
the more subordinate clauses they use. Finally, the noun diversity exhibited a link with the years of residence in 
Greece and the years of attendance at the Greek educational setting (r (78) = .234, p = .039; r (89) = .218, p 
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= .040; respectively). 

6. Discussion 

The current study examined, by means of GLC corpus, the role of language proficiency and contextual 
factors in some aspects of macrostructure and microstructure in L2 written narrative skills of L2 learners with 
Albanian origin. Below we will discuss the findings based on our initial hypotheses regarding scores in macro- 
and microstructure and language proficiency and contextual factors. 

6.1 Language proficiency and macro and microstructure 

Macrostructure - Our first hypothesis concerned language proficiency and whether it would affect written 
narrative production in terms of both macrostructure and microstructure. Our hypothesis was only partially 
confirmed, since language proficiency did not affect all the aspects of macro- and microstructure under 
investigation. 

In Story Grammar the results have shown that learners with higher proficiency (B1) manifested a better 
performance compared to learners with lower proficiency (A2) (in line with previous studies; Montanari, 2004; 
Viberg, 2011). In other words, the learners with higher proficiency were more accurate in presenting the setting 
of the story and the characters as well as their goals, attempts and outcomes in each episode. Thus, these results 
seem to be in line with previous studies highlighting that knowledge of the core grammar of a language is 
necessary for storytelling (Verhoeven, 2004) and that performance of students on standardized tests of language 
proficiency, such as the one used in the present study, can be an indicator of their narrative performance as well 
(Montanari, 2004). This result is interesting if we consider that macrostructure is considered a language 
independent component, concerning the higher order organization of a story (Andreou, 2015; Andreou & Tsimpli, 
2020). It should be noted though that Andreou and Tsimpli (2020) focused on bilinguals rather than L2 learners 
and that they examined their participants orally, while here a written-text procedure was used. In any case, as 
both theoretical (Cummins, 1976, 1979) and empirical work (Viberg, 2011) suggest, it is possible that even for 
such higher order skills to be successfully used during storytelling, a certain level of linguistic proficiency needs 
to be attained. 

Apart from the discussion on the quantitative results in Story Grammar, it is interesting to qualitatively 
discuss and interpret them. Characters and their attempts were introduced successfully, since attempts represent 
the basic actions of the main characters which radically contribute to the story’s continuation, they are rather 
prominent during narration and completely depictable (Andreou, 2015). On the other hand, goals appear to cause 
more difficulty to participants, especially to the lower proficiency ones. This observation is more prominent in 
the case of the 3rd episode (for both groups) where the goal of the main character, i.e. the dog, is to save the baby 
birds from the cat. We assume that learners might be more affected by their world knowledge, in cases where 
they have to infer something which is not directly depicted on the pictures. Another possible alternative could be 
linked to the dog’s facial expression. In other words, since the dog in pictures 5 and 6 is not very mean, children 
might have not been encouraged towards the interpretation that it got angry at the cat attacking the baby birds. 
This detail was corrected in the later version of the story for the MAIN tool (Gagarina et al., 2012). With regards 
to the outcomes of the episodes, they seem to exhibit the greatest variation among Story Grammar components. 
We consider rather straightforward the fact that the outcome of the last episode, i.e. the cat being chased away by 
the dog, representing the final scene of the story, is more salient and familiar to learners who must be used to 
finish their storytelling by providing a final solution to the main problem (Andreou, 2015). Concerning the 
outcome of the first episode, which causes some further difficulty, we could argue that since it is depicted in the 
last picture, it overlaps with the outcome of the 3rd episode and is, thus, possibly overlooked due to the salience 
of the dog and the cat in the previous picture that is probably continued in the last one as well. What also 
contributes to this pattern, in our opinion, is the distance separating the last picture from the first two pictures of 
the story, which represent the goal and the attempt of the first episode. In other terms, it is possible that when 
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reaching the end of the story learners have already forgotten the initial event, i.e. the mother bird leaving the nest 
to find food, causing the subsequent events of the story to unfold. Finally, in the outcome of the 2nd episode the 
very low scores could be linked to the fact that the moment in which the cat reaches the nest is also the moment 
in which the dog bites its tail. As a result, the focus might automatically be put on the dog’s action, probably 
causing the omission of the 2nd episode’s outcome. What is more, in the second episode we could again assume a 
weakness of the picture conveying the outcome, since in later versions of the story (Gagarina et al., 2012) the cat 
is represented trying to grasp a baby bird from the nest and not just reaching the nest, which could probably be 
confounded with the act of climbing the tree. 

Microstructure - On the other hand, with regards to microstructural measures, proficiency was found to 
affect the use of main and subordinate clauses, i.e. learners with lower proficiency used more main clauses 
whereas students with higher proficiency used more subordinate clauses (Andreou, 2015; Andreou & Tsimpli, 
2020). This result is expected if we assume that the use of subordinate clauses in Greek requires knowledge of 
the respective conjunctions and their meaning and sometimes of the subjunctive form of verbs and all the 
morphophonological rules that are necessary for its correct realization. Since, the aforementioned linguistic 
properties are far more complicated than the coordinated use of clauses with verbs in indicative form, students 
with lower proficiency prefer the less demanding and complex structures with which they are already familiar 
(Uccelli & Páez, 2007; Snow & Uccelli, 2009). Performance in the written production also seems to affect the 
use of main and subordinate clauses although in an opposite fashion. Therefore, the findings exhibited that the 
lower the performance on the written production the more main clauses were used; by contrast, the higher the 
scores in the written production the higher is the use of subordinate clauses (Andreou & Tsimpli, 2020). In a 
similar vein, if a learner had lower grammatical abilities (as depicted via the placement test) they tended to use 
more main clauses. 

Another interesting finding in the level of microstructure is that learners overall exhibit greater diversity in 
the use of nouns than in the use of verbs. This could be possibly linked to the straightforward and linear 
unfolding of the story’s events, where, apart from the return of the mother bird in the last picture, all characters 
act rather sequentially, minimizing in this way any need to be later reintroduced as main characters. In other 
words, we hypothesize that if the story comprised more pictures, i.e. more episodes, with the same characters, 
then this would contribute to a decrease in noun diversity, since it would result in increased references to the 
same protagonists. In the same vein, it is important to note that some of the verbs describing characters’ main 
states or actions such as ‘to be’ or ‘to come’ were repeated across the story, thus causing the verb diversity to 
decrease. 

As far as proficiency is concerned, verb diversity was found to be higher in A2 than in B1 level students. We 
consider this finding unexpected and we speculate that it might be explained by a possibly increased imaginative 
ability in the younger group of A2 learners compared to those of B1 level. In any case, we should assume that 
this ability remains within the limits of learners’ lexical knowledge and it is subjected to further research.  

Microstructural aspects that were not affected by language proficiency were length of narratives, noun 
diversity, content and function words which learners seem to use equally, regardless of their proficiency level. 
The finding might be explained by the “common underlying proficiency” (Cummins, 1967, 1979); thus, a 
difference might be evident in a higher proficiency level (i.e. B2). What is more, with regards to noun diversity 
we could assume that given the stable number of characters and of entities compiling the story’s setting (a tree, a 
nest etc.), noun diversity is not expected to vary across proficiency levels, if we also take into account that words 
corresponding to the aforementioned properties are all known by learners. 

6.2 Contextual factors and macro and microstructure 

Our second hypothesis concerned the contextual factors and narrative skills; thus, we expected that 
biliteracy and residency in Greece would correlate with narrative production. Based on previous studies, we 
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hypothesized that macro- and microstructure would be affected by both input (Viberg, 2001) and literacy 
practices (Karlsen et al., 2016). Our hypothesis was confirmed only in respect to noun diversity; hence, learners 
that have resided more years in Greece and have attended more years in the Greek educational setting exhibited a 
greater noun diversity in the stories. The finding is in line with previous studies (Snow & Dickinson, 1990; Cain, 
2003; Gorman et al., 2011; Karlsen et al., 2016) and is expected to the extent that vocabulary and particularly 
words, such as nouns, representing concrete entities, are prone to enhancement due to the increase of input in the 
L2, either in the school setting or in the broader social life. We assume that the absence of finding correlations 
between macrostructure and contextual factors might be since there was no information about parental book 
reading (as observed in previous studies, cf. Karlsen et al., 2016). 

7. Conclusions, limitations of the study and further research 

Concluding, our study adds value to the existing work on L2 written narratives. The findings suggested that 
language proficiency affect aspects of macro- and microstructure (Story Grammar, noun diversity, subordinate 
clauses). In addition, noun diversity correlated with literacy support in both languages and residence in the host 
country, suggesting that the more oral and written input the L2 learner receives the more diverse is their 
vocabulary, in terms of nouns. This finding indicates that the future research in L2 should steer to the 
examination of contextual factors and mainly equal literacy support. 

The most significant contribution of the present study is that new knowledge is gained about narrative 
written production of L2 leaners of Greek and contextual factors (i.e., input and biliteracy). The importance of 
contextual factors has been verified by many studies on bilingualism (Andreou, 2015; Bongartz & Torregrossa, 
2017; Andreou & Tsimpli, 2020). More specifically, studies on bilingualism, so far, have shown that contextual 
factors affect aspects of macrostructure (Andreou, 2015; Andreou & Tsimpli, 2020); while some other studies in 
bilingual children have shown that language proficiency also affects aspects of microstructure (e.g. Tsimpli et al. 
2016, Andreou & Tsimpli 2020). Nevertheless, the contribution of these factors is less examined in the narratives 
of L2 learners, especially in terms of Greek as L2. Our results confirm those of Karlsen et al. (2016), who found 
that proficiency together with home literacy and exposure to L2 predict performance in microstructure measures. 
Thus, we believe that, through this study, the impact of input and literacy in both languages on language abilities 
of L2 learners will be highlighted and the future studies will move to this direction. To lesser, but still important, 
extent, another contribution of the study is that language proficiency in L2 affect not only microstructure (i.e. 
noun diversity and subordinate clauses), but also macrostructure (i.e. Story Grammar), in line with previous 
studies (Montanari, 2004; Viberg, 2011) and this adds value to data of Greek as a second language. 

The findings of the present study have significant implications for researchers and educators. Researchers 
can be informed about the role of language profile of L2 learners in various languages using written narrative 
assessment. Moreover, they enhance their knowledge on the significant role of the contextual factors (i.e. input 
and biliteracy) and they can consider these factors as important variables for their future research. On the other 
hand, educators will be updated, since they will become more aware of L2 learners’ difficulties and their work 
will be focused on both aspects of macro- and microstructure of narratives in order to aid their students. Because 
efficient second language teachers should be aware of research on L2 acquisition and adjust their methodological 
and educational decisions based on the sound knowledge coming from recent studies. In addition, the findings 
emerge that apart from educators, parents of L2 learners should be advised to promote their children’s oracy and 
literacy in both languages. The aforementioned practices might give to L2 learners better chances for school and 
general academic success. 

We should also acknowledge some limitations of the study. First, in the present study there was an unequal 
number of participants in the two groups of interest, namely the A2 and the B1 group, which consisted of 30 and 
61 students accordingly. Although, this asymmetry might have affected the results, to some extent, we believe 
that the results highlight patterns that would not be easily reversed if the number of participants changed in either 
of the two groups. However, we consider that it would be of great interest to investigate more students of the B2 
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level since this would favor meaningful comparisons between proficiency levels and would further elucidate 
issues in L2 narrative production. What would also render our study more complete is the investigation of 
narrative abilities in monolingual children with a similar profile, and the comparison of their performance with 
the performance of the L2 learners that is discussed in the present research. Another limitation is the lack of 
more information about participants’ literacy practices at home or about their cognitive abilities. Such details 
could have possibly given rise to interesting correlations with macro- and microstructural measures and further 
highlight the role of contextual and cognitive factors in efficient storytelling. 
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