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Story-based ~ communication is a  high-leverage
developmental context in early childhood because it
integrates language, cognition, emotion, and social
understanding within shared meaning-making. This paper
synthesizes theoretical and empirical research on story
reading, oral storytelling, and co-constructed narratives,
with specific attention to feedback as a mechanism that
both reveals and shapes comprehension. We argue that
interactive storytelling outperforms passive exposure by
promoting inferential processing, vocabulary growth,
sustained attention, and emotion understanding through
contingent adult-child dialogue. Evidence from cognitive
neuroscience suggests that narrative listening recruits
distributed networks supporting semantic integration and
mental imagery, particularly in enriched literacy
environments. Developmental studies indicate predictable
growth in narrative competence from single-event recounts
to coherent “classic narratives”, that include internal
states. Socio-cultural theory frames story-based interaction
as mediated learning in which children internalize
cognitive tools through guided participation. Within this
synthesis, we introduce ReNIMo, a responsive framework
integrating cognitive activation, linguistic expansion,
emotional mentalization, and adaptive meaning-making.
ReNIMo foregrounds calibrated scaffolding and feedback-
sensitive dialogue as core features of effective pedagogical
communication practice. We outline classroom-aligned
good practices, including think-aloud modeling, dialogic
questioning, visual documentation, and structured co-
construction. We also discuss ethically grounded
opportunities for Al-supported conversational engagement
as a supplementary tool for narrative practice.
Pedagogical implications emphasize culturally relevant
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story selection, systematic documentation of narrative
growth, and stage-appropriate scaffolding. Future
research directions include longitudinal classroom studies,
bilingual-context investigations, and careful evaluation of
digital narrative tools under ethical constraints.

Keywords: communication, storytelling; dialogic reading, narrative
competence; formative feedback; emotional literacy;
resilience.

Introduction

Communication with young children is simultaneously linguistic,
relational, and epistemic: it is a site where meaning is negotiated,
attention is organized, and emotional experience becomes shareable.
Within early childhood education, story-based interaction offers a
uniquely concentrated context for these processes, because narratives
provide structured temporal-causal frameworks while inviting children
into a shared symbolic space. Stories do not merely “deliver” content;
they organize experience, render inner states discussable, and create
conditions for joint attention, inference, and perspective-taking. A
growing body of research indicates that the developmental value of
stories depends less on exposure and more on interaction quality. In
other words, the decisive factor is not that children hear stories, but that
they participate in story-based dialogue through questions, predictions,
explanations, retellings, and emotionally attuned responses. Our
comparative findings suggest that oral storytelling and interactive
reading practices can promote more complex oral language and
comprehension outcomes than passive formats, particularly when adult
contributions are contingent and elaborative (Isbell et al., 2004; Mol et
al., 2008; Whitehurst et al., 1988). The role of feedback is therefore not
ancillary but structural: it functions as a formative mechanism through
which educators diagnose comprehension, refine vocabulary, stabilize
attention, and scaffold emotional meaning-making (Black & Wiliam,
2009; Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2001). Our paper integrates theoretical
perspectives from communication sciences and narrative psychology,
socio-cultural learning theory, cognitive neuroscience, and
developmental research on language and socio-emotional competence.
Its applied aim is to translate convergent evidence into pedagogically
usable guidance, by articulating feedback-sensitive good practices in
story-based communication. Building on this synthesis, we introduce
the Responsive Narrative Interaction Model (ReNIMo) as an
integrative framework describing how cognitive activation, linguistic
expansion, emotional mentalization, and adaptive meaning-making co-
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occur within effective story-based interactions. We use this framework
to clarify developmental alignment, inform classroom practice, and
outline implications for educators, including those working in
linguistically diverse and bilingual environments.

Theoretical foundations of story-based communication

Narrative as cognitive architecture

Human cognition is fundamentally narrative in structure. Bruner
(1990) argues that narrative thinking represents a primary mode
through which individuals “organize experience and construct reality”
(p. 11). Unlike paradigmatic-logical reasoning, narrative thought
operates through temporality, intentionality, and meaning-making. For
young children, stories provide structured frameworks for sequencing
events, identifying causal relations, and anticipating outcomes within
coherent symbolic systems. Narrative is not merely a literary form, but
a “mode of thought and a vehicle for meaning-making” (Bruner, 1990,
p. 5). From a neuroscience perspective, storytelling activates
distributed neural networks involved in semantic processing, imagery,
and emotional integration. Hutton et al. (2015) demonstrated that
narrative exposure is associated with activation in temporal-parietal-
occipital association cortices linked to mental imagery and language
processing (pp. 469-470), with stronger activation patterns observed in
enriched literacy environments (p. 471). These findings support the
claim that stories recruit multimodal cognitive systems beyond passive
perception. Developmentally, narrative exposure strengthens temporal
sequencing and causal reasoning. Peterson and McCabe (1983)
describe children’s  progression toward “classic narratives”
characterized by coherent temporal and causal integration (pp. 42-44).
Similarly, Trabasso and Nickels (1992) emphasize that causal
connectivity underlies narrative comprehension and recall (pp. 89-91).
Narrative engagement also fosters symbolic mediation, aligning with
Vygotsky’s (1978) view that higher mental functions develop through
culturally mediated tools such as language (p. 57). Stories support
theory of mind development by rendering internal states visible and
discussable (Wellman, 2014, p. 112). Interactive pedagogical
communication practices, including dialogic reading, operationalize
these theoretical insights. Whitehurst et al. (1988) demonstrated that
structured interactive reading accelerates language development,
compared to passive listening (pp. 553-555), while longitudinal
evidence confirms that high-quality narrative interaction predicts
vocabulary and syntactic growth (Reese et al., 2010). Collectively,
these findings affirm that narrative is constitutive of cognition and
foundational for emergent literacy.
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Language development and oral narrative complexity

Narrative competence develops through identifiable stages in early
childhood. Peterson and McCabe (1983) report that two-year-olds
typically produce single-event accounts (pp. 37-39), while three- to
four-year-olds begin forming simple temporal sequences (pp. 42-44).
By ages five to six, many children construct “classic narratives”
featuring structured beginnings, conflicts, and resolutions (p. 45). This
progression reflects not only linguistic growth, but also advances in
executive functioning and social cognition. Narrative complexity
evolves alongside syntactic and lexical sophistication. Children
increasingly employ subordinating clauses, mental state verbs, and
evaluative language when exposed to elaborative storytelling
environments. Reese et al. (2010) found that elaborative adult—child
reminiscing styles significantly predict later narrative elaboration and
vocabulary development (p. 626). Adult scaffolding thus plays a
structurally formative role. Comparative research indicates that oral
storytelling may promote greater expressive language complexity than
text-based reading alone. Isbell et al. (2004) observed stronger gains in
oral language and story comprehension among children exposed to
storytelling (pp. 160-162), attributing these outcomes to increased
engagement and adaptive narrative modulation (p. 163). Dialogic
reading further enhances vocabulary and comprehension through
interactive prompting and expansion (Whitehurst et al., 1988, p. 556).
Consistent with Vygotsky’s (1978) concept of the zone of proximal
development (p. 86), these scaffolded interactions foster increasing
autonomy in narrative production.

Emotional and social development through stories

Stories function as symbolic emotional laboratories in which children
encounter complex affective experiences at a safe psychological
distance. Through fictional characters, children explore fear, jealousy,
courage, and moral conflict, enabling reflective processing without
direct personal risk. Narrative interaction strengthens emotion labeling,
empathy, perspective-taking, and conflict understanding. Denham et al.
(2003) define emotional competence as the capacity to identify,
regulate, and respond to emotions appropriately (pp. 238-240),
capacities that are repeatedly practiced in story contexts where internal
states are explicitly represented. Wellman (2014) highlights that theory
of mind develops through conversational and narrative engagement
that makes beliefs and intentions explicit (p. 112). By interpreting
characters’ motivations, children refine their ability to attribute mental
states. Interactive storytelling deepens emotional literacy through
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reflective questioning. Aram and Aviram (2009) found that elaborative
discussions about emotions during shared reading predict improved
emotion understanding and social competence (2009, p. 75). Narrative
dialogue also normalizes internal experiences, fostering socio-
emotional regulation. Repeated exposure to emotionally complex
narratives supports the internalization of adaptive interpersonal scripts.

Storytelling and resilience

Storytelling serves as a developmental resource for resilience by
providing structured representations of adversity and recovery.
Resilience i1s understood not as the absence of difficulty, but as
adaptive functioning when facing challenge. Masten (2014)
conceptualizes resilience as “ordinary magic,” emerging from
supportive relationships and meaning-making processes (p. 7).
Narrative engagement contributes to these adaptive systems by offering
symbolic rehearsal of coping strategies. Through identification with
characters who overcome obstacles, children internalize scripts that
frame adversity as navigable. This mechanism aligns with Bandura’s
(1977) theory of observational learning, which emphasizes the
influence of modeled behavior on adaptation (p. 22). But resilience-
building narratives must acknowledge authentic challenge, because
overly sanitized stories may fail to provide meaningful coping models.
Relational mediation remains central. When adults validate emotional
struggle and invite personal connections, children integrate narrative
experiences into autobiographical meaning-making. McAdams and
McLean (2013) argue that coherent personal narratives are associated
with psychological well-being and adaptive functioning (p. 233). Early
exposure to structured storytelling may lay the groundwork for
autobiographical coherence and long-term resilience. Story-based
communication functions as both cognitive scaffold and protective
developmental resource, supporting literacy, emotional regulation, and
adaptive coping within a unified pedagogical framework.

Communication methods in story-based interaction

Story reading

Story reading in early childhood is characterized by shared attention to
printed text and illustrations within an adult-guided framework. This
practice supports emergent literacy components such as print
awareness, vocabulary exposure, visual interpretation, and listening
comprehension. Snow (1983) observed that shared book reading
introduces children to the “conventions of written language” and
fosters early metalinguistic awareness (p. 171). When adults explicitly
reference print — pointing to words, tracking directionality, or
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distinguishing text from images — they reinforce the symbolic function
of written language. Interactive book reading also promotes vocabulary
development. In a meta-analysis, Mol, Bus, de Jong, and Smeets
(2008) demonstrated that elaborative shared reading significantly
enhances expressive and receptive vocabulary compared to non-
interactive formats (p. 998). Vocabulary growth occurs through
repetition, semantic clarification, and contextual embedding within
narrative discourse. Illustrations function as integral semiotic resources
rather than decorative elements. Sipe (2008) describes picture books as
“multimodal texts” in which meaning emerges from the interaction
between image and word (p. 24). By guiding children’s attention to
facial expressions, spatial cues, and visual symbolism, adults’ scaffold
inferential integration across modalities. Listening comprehension is
further strengthened through exposure to syntactic complexity and
guided inference-making. Cain and Oakhill (2007) emphasize that
early listening comprehension predicts later reading comprehension,
particularly when children are supported in identifying motives and
causal connections (p. 23). Such mediation reflects Vygotsky’s (1978)
principle that learning occurs through socially guided participation (p.
86).

Storytelling (oral narrative without text)

Oral storytelling differs from story reading in that it relies on
imaginative reconstruction rather than printed mediation. The
storyteller adapts pacing, tone, gesture, and detail responsively,
reflecting Bruner’s (1990) view of narrative as inherently dialogic and
shaped by the “interaction between teller and listener” (p. 44). This
responsiveness makes the relational dimension of storytelling
particularly salient. Without fixed illustrations, children must generate
internal representations of characters and settings, strengthening mental
imagery and inferential processing. Hutton et al. (2015) report that
narrative listening activates brain regions associated with semantic
integration and visualization (pp. 469-471), supporting emergent
literacy development. Isbell et al. (2004) found that children exposed to
storytelling demonstrated higher attention levels and more complex
oral language production than peers exposed only to book reading (pp.
160—162), attributing these outcomes to the dynamic and participatory
nature of oral narrative (p. 163). Storytelling also allows flexible
emotional modulation through prosody and gesture. Nelson (2006)
notes that emotionally salient narrative exchanges are more likely to be
encoded in autobiographical memory (p. 97). In classroom contexts,
storytelling becomes an embodied communicative event in which
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voice, gesture, and relational presence co-construct meaning and
engagement.

Co-constructed storytelling

Co-constructed storytelling represents the most interactive form of
story-based communication. In this format, adult and child
collaboratively  generate narrative elements, negotiate plot
development, and elaborate character motivations. The adult functions
as scaffold rather than sole narrator, organizing emerging ideas into
coherent structures. From a socio-cultural perspective, co-construction
reflects learning within the zone of proximal development. Vygotsky
(1978) emphasized that higher mental functions originate in social
interaction before becoming internalized (p. 57). Through collaborative
storytelling, children experiment with narrative forms beyond their
independent capacity, supported by guided prompting and peer
contribution. This process strengthens narrative organization and
autobiographical coherence. Fivush and Haden (2003) wrote that
elaborative conversational styles foster more detailed and structured
narrative accounts (p. 40). Cultural knowledge is simultaneously
transmitted, as children negotiate meaning within culturally situated
frameworks. Rogoff (2003) describes such guided participation as the
mechanism through which children’s appropriate cultural tools (p.
284). Co-construction also cultivates pragmatic competence. Turn-
taking, perspective acknowledgment, and conflict negotiation become
necessary within shared narrative creation and communication. As a
result, children develop communicative reciprocity and adaptive
language use aligned with shared goals. In its collaborative form,
storytelling shifts from product to process, functioning as a site of
cognitive growth, cultural transmission, communication skills and
relational learning.

Feedback as a core mechanism in story-based communication
Understanding feedback in early childhood communication

In early childhood education, feedback must be understood not as mere
correction but as contingent, meaning-oriented responsiveness that
both reveals and shapes children’s understanding. Within story-based
communication, feedback functions as a diagnostic and developmental
instrument simultaneously. Through children’s spontaneous comments,
questions, retellings, and emotional reactions, educators gain insight
into comprehension depth, inferential reasoning, vocabulary
acquisition, attentional stability, and emotional interpretation. Black
and Wiliam (2009) define formative feedback as information used “to
adapt teaching and learning activities to meet student needs™ (p. 9),
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emphasizing that feedback is effective when it informs subsequent
interaction rather than merely evaluates performance. In narrative
contexts, feedback takes multiple forms. Expansions enrich children’s
statements by adding syntactic or semantic complexity. For example,
when a child states, “The wolf was angry,” the adult may respond,
“Yes, he was angry because he felt rejected and hungry,” thereby
modeling causal explanation and lexical precision. Clarification
prompts such as “What do you mean by scared?” encourage
metalinguistic awareness and semantic differentiation. Scaffolding

questions — What happened before that?” — support temporal
sequencing and coherence. Validation statements — “That’s an
interesting idea” — reinforce narrative agency and communicative

confidence. Research in language development consistently
demonstrates the power of contingent responsiveness. Tamis-
LeMonda, Bornstein, and Baumwell (200, p. 761) found that maternal
responsiveness to children’s verbal initiatives significantly predicted
later language outcomes. Responsiveness was defined not simply as
frequency of speech, but as contingent alignment with the child’s focus
of attention. In story-based settings, such alignment allows feedback to
operate within the child’s zone of proximal development (Vygotsky,
1978, p. 86), where guided interaction fosters increasing narrative
competence. Feedback in storytelling contexts is both interpretative
and generative. It reveals what the child wunderstands and
simultaneously extends that understanding through structured dialogue.

Indicators of comprehension in young children, feedback and
attention regulation

Assessing comprehension in early childhood requires attention to
multiple indicators, both verbal and non-verbal. Children demonstrate
text understanding when they retell narrative sequences coherently,
predict plausible outcomes, identify character emotions accurately,
make autobiographical connections, and incorporate newly acquired
vocabulary into spontaneous speech. Paris and Paris (2003) argue that
narrative retelling tasks provide reliable insight into children’s
comprehension because they require integration of temporal, causal,
and thematic elements (p. 45). Prediction is particularly revealing of
inferential reasoning. When children anticipate likely outcomes based
on character motivations, they demonstrate integration of explicit and
implicit narrative cues. Cain and Oakhill (2007) emphasize that
inferential comprehension, rather than literal recall alone, differentiates
strong from weak comprehenders in early literacy development (p. 28).
Educators should frame comprehension as an active interpretative
process rather than passive recall. Non-verbal signals are equally
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informative. Sustained gaze, facial expression shifts during
emotionally charged scenes, body orientation toward the speaker, and
voluntary participation patterns offer insight into attentional
engagement and emotional resonance. According to Tomasello (2003),
joint attention is foundational to communicative development because
it signals shared intentionality (p. 21). During story-based interaction,
joint attention between adult and child reflects cognitive alignment and
narrative immersion. Practical assessment should integrate structured
retelling opportunities, predictive questioning, and observational
sensitivity to non-verbal cues. Such multimodal evaluation provides a
more accurate understanding of narrative comprehension than isolated
recall questions.

Vocabulary acquisition is particularly responsive to contingent
feedback strategies. When adults expand children’s utterances by
introducing semantically precise alternatives, they model lexical
refinement within meaningful contexts. For instance, if a child says,
“He’s mad,” and the teacher responds, “Yes, he feels frustrated
because his plan didn’t work,” the adult introduces a more
differentiated emotional term, while embedding it within causal
explanation. This process aligns with what Hart and Risley (1995)
described as “rich linguistic environments,” in which lexical diversity
and contextual elaboration predict later vocabulary breadth (p. 132).
Mol et al. (2008, p. 1002) found that interactive book reading
significantly improves expressive vocabulary, particularly when adults
engage in elaborative discussion rather than repetitive labeling.
Contingent expansions operate most effectively when they are
semantically aligned with the child’s focus and embedded within
narrative flow. Over time, children internalize these lexical
distinctions, integrating them into spontaneous speech and narrative
production. Vocabulary growth in storytelling contexts extends beyond
isolated word acquisition. Children also acquire discourse markers,
mental state verbs, and causal connectors, all of which contribute to
narrative coherence. Reese et al. (2010, p. 627) demonstrated that
elaborative conversational styles predict not only vocabulary growth,
but increased narrative complexity. Feedback supports both micro-
level lexical precision and macro-level narrative organization.
Interactive storytelling inherently supports attention regulation by
alternating listening and speaking roles and feedback intensifies this
regulatory function. When educators respond meaningfully to
children’s contributions, children perceive their participation as
consequential, thereby strengthening intrinsic motivation. According to
Deci and Ryan’s (2000, p. 70) self-determination theory, autonomy-
supportive interactions enhance engagement and persistence. Narrative
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dialogue that acknowledges children’s interpretations promotes a sense
of agency within the communicative process. Predictive questions —
“What do you think will happen next?” — stimulate anticipatory
cognition and sustain engagement across narrative arcs. Such prompts
activate executive functioning processes related to planning and
hypothesis generation. Blair and Raver (2015) emphasize that early
executive function skills, including sustained attention and inhibitory
control, are strengthened in contexts that require active cognitive
participation (p. 711).

Responsive feedback can re-engage distracted children by reorienting
attention toward narrative meaning. When a child’s focus wanes, a
personalized prompt linked to their earlier comment (“You said he
might hide — do you still think that?”’) restores cognitive alignment.
This way, feedback becomes a regulatory mechanism, supporting both
attentional persistence and narrative immersion.

Feedback and resilience development

Feedback also plays a central role in fostering resilience through
storytelling. When children interpret challenging narrative events,
educator responses can frame adversity as manageable and growth-
oriented. For example, when a child observes, “She lost everything,”
an adult might respond, “Yes, that was very hard. What helped her
keep going?” Such reframing invites identification of coping strategies
rather than fixation on loss. Masten (2014) argues that resilience
develops through adaptive systems, including supportive relationships
and opportunities for meaning-making (p. 9). Story-based feedback
contributes to both systems, by validating emotional reactions while
guiding children toward constructive interpretations. This process
resembles cognitive reappraisal, a regulatory strategy associated with
emotional resilience (Gross, 2015, p. 10). Resilience-building feedback
does not minimize difficulty. Instead, it acknowledges emotional
weight while highlighting relational or internal resources. When
educators model reflective interpretation — “She was scared, but she
remembered her friend’s advice” — they demonstrate adaptive narrative
restructuring. Over time, children internalize such coping scripts,
applying them beyond fictional contexts. Within story-based
communication, feedback serves as a bridge between comprehension
and personal integration. It reveals understanding, refines language,
regulates attention, and scaffolds adaptive meaning-making. In the
following section, these mechanisms will be translated into structured
good practices and concrete classroom applications, where feedback-
sensitive storytelling becomes an intentional pedagogical methodology
rather than a spontaneous interactional byproduct.
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Practical applications: good practices in early childhood settings
The translation of theoretical insights into pedagogical action requires
the identification and articulation of evidence-informed good practices.
Within story-based communication, good practice is not defined by
frequency of storytelling alone, but by the quality of interaction, the
intentionality of feedback, and the developmental responsiveness
embedded in narrative exchange. The following subsections outline
structured, research-grounded approaches that operationalize story-
based communication as a high-impact educational practice.

Think-aloud strategy as a model of metacognitive good practice
The think-aloud strategy represents a core example of good practice in
story-based communication because it renders implicit cognitive and
emotional processes explicit. When educators verbalize their
interpretative thinking — “I notice the character is quiet now. I wonder
if she feels embarrassed” — they model inferential reasoning, emotional
interpretation, and reflective stance-taking. This practice aligns with
metacognitive theory, which posits that awareness of thinking
processes enhances comprehension and transfer (Flavell, 1979, p. 908).
In narrative contexts, think-aloud modeling supports children’s
development of inferential comprehension. Pressley and Afflerbach
(1995) argue that skilled comprehends actively generate hypotheses,
monitor coherence, and revise interpretations (p. 41). By externalizing
such processes, educators scaffold children’s movement toward
strategic narrative engagement. The think-aloud strategy does not
impose interpretation but invites co-reflection, thereby maintaining
dialogic integrity. From a socio-cultural perspective, this practice
operates within Vygotsky’s (1978) framework of mediated learning,
where cognitive tools are gradually internalized through guided
participation (p. 86). Repeated exposure to adult modeling of
emotional reasoning also supports theory of mind development, as
children observe how internal states are inferred from contextual cues
(Wellman, 2014, p. 112). As good practice, the think-aloud strategy
integrates metacognition, emotional literacy, and inferential reasoning
within a single pedagogical act.

Dialogic questioning as structured good practice

Dialogic questioning constitutes another foundational good practice in
early childhood storytelling. Unlike traditional recitation formats that
prioritize recall, dialogic frameworks emphasize elaboration,
prediction, and personal connection. Whitehurst et al. (1988)
demonstrated that structured dialogic reading significantly enhances
expressive vocabulary and narrative competence (p. 556). The
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effectiveness of such questioning lies not in the quantity of prompts but
in their cognitive depth. Open-ended and inferential questions
stimulate higher-order processing by requiring children to integrate
narrative elements and articulate causal reasoning. Cain and Oakhill
(2007) highlight that inferential questioning is a main factor in the
development of deep comprehension skills (p. 28). Distancing prompts
— inviting children to relate story events to their own experiences —
strengthen autobiographical linkage and meaning construction, a
process associated with narrative identity development (McAdams &
McLean, 2013, p. 233). As good practice, dialogic questioning is
characterized by contingent responsiveness. Mol et al. (2008)
emphasize that vocabulary gains are maximized when adult responses
are semantically aligned with children’s contributions (p. 1002).
Dialogic practice must remain adaptive rather than scripted. Its quality
depends on sensitivity to children’s developmental stage, linguistic
repertoire, and emotional readiness.

Visual documentation as reflective good practice

Visual documentation — through drawings, photographs, symbolic
mapping, or narrative sequencing charts — constitutes a good practice
that supports multimodal meaning-making. Young children often
possess narrative understanding that exceeds their expressive language
capacity. Providing visual representational tools allows children to
externalize comprehension and organize narrative structure spatially.
Sipe (2008) conceptualizes picture-based engagement as multimodal
literacy, where meaning emerges from the interaction of visual and
verbal modes (p. 24). Reggio Emilia-inspired pedagogical approaches
similarly emphasize documentation as a reflective tool that makes
learning visible and revisitable (Rinaldi, 2006, p. 67). When children
revisit visual artifacts of storytelling, they consolidate temporal
sequencing, character perspective, and causal integration. Visual
documentation also enhances metacognitive reflection. By asking
children to explain their drawings or symbolic representations,
educators gain insight into narrative interpretation while reinforcing
expressive clarity. As good practice, visual documentation bridges
linguistic limitations and supports inclusive participation, particularly
in linguistically diverse classrooms.

Al-supported conversational agents as emerging good practice

The integration of Al-supported conversational agents represents an
emerging domain of good practice when implemented ethically and
pedagogically. Takacs and Bus (2018) report that interactive digital
storybooks with dialogic features can enhance engagement and

171



Journal Plus Education Vol. XL no. 1/ 2026 p. 160-180

comprehension compared to passive formats (p. 889). The added value
lies in structured responsiveness and adaptive questioning. When
conversational Al systems simulate dialogic prompts — asking
predictive or inferential questions — they may extend narrative
engagement beyond classroom time. However, their pedagogical
effectiveness depends on alignment with developmental principles.
Human mediation remains indispensable for emotional validation and
contextual nuance. As Deci and Ryan (2000) caution, intrinsic
motivation thrives in relationally supportive environments (p. 70). Al-
supported storytelling must supplement rather than replace adult-
guided interaction. As good practice, digital integration requires ethical
safeguards, developmental appropriateness, and critical media literacy.
When thoughtfully designed, Al tools can reinforce vocabulary
practice, narrative sequencing, and comprehension monitoring.

Co-constructed classroom narrative: a model of integrated good
practice

An illustration of good practice can be observed in co-constructed
narrative extension following story reading. In a kindergarten
classroom, after engaging with a story about a character afraid of the
dark, children were invited to propose an alternative ending. The
teacher scaffolded reflective thinking by asking, “What could help the
character feel safer?” This prompt shifted focus from problem
description to solution generation, fostering resilience-oriented
narrative framing. Children suggested strategies such as carrying a
lantern, seeking a friend’s support, or reinterpreting shadows
imaginatively. The educator expanded vocabulary by introducing terms
such as “courage,” “reassurance,” and “imagination,” while guiding
temporal sequencing (“What would happen first?”). Observational
follow-up indicated increased use of emotional labeling and
cooperative problem-solving language during peer interactions. This
example integrates multiple good practices simultaneously: dialogic
questioning, contingent feedback, vocabulary expansion, emotional
reframing, and collaborative construction. The pedagogical impact
extends beyond immediate comprehension, influencing socio-
emotional discourse patterns within the classroom community. Such
integrative practice reflects what Masten (2014) describes as adaptive
systems embedded in ordinary developmental contexts (p. 9). Through
structured narrative dialogue, children rehearse coping strategies,
refine expressive language, and internalize collaborative norms. Across
these applications, good practice in story-based communication is
defined by intentionality, responsiveness, developmental alignment,
and relational depth. Storytelling becomes pedagogically
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transformative when it integrates metacognitive modeling, dialogic
engagement, multimodal representation, technological discernment,
and collaborative meaning-making. Appearing in this framework,
storytelling is no longer an ancillary literacy activity, but a structured
developmental intervention that simultaneously advances language
competence, emotional literacy, cognitive flexibility, and resilience.

The Responsive Narrative Interaction Model (ReNIMo)

The theoretical and empirical synthesis developed throughout our
study invites the articulation of an integrative framework capable of
structuring good practices in story-based communication. Building on
socio-cultural theory (Vygotsky, 1978), narrative psychology (Bruner,
1990), dialogic reading research (Whitehurst et al., 1988), and
resilience theory (Masten, 2014), we propose the Responsive Narrative
Interaction Model (ReNIMo) as a coherent pedagogical architecture for
early childhood education. ReNIMo conceptualizes storytelling as a
responsive, scaffolded, emotionally attuned, and cognitively generative
interaction. Rather than treating storytelling techniques as isolated
strategies, the model integrates four mutually reinforcing dimensions:
cognitive activation, linguistic expansion, emotional mentalization, and
adaptive meaning-making. These dimensions function dynamically
within narrative exchange and are operationalized through research-
informed good practices.

Cognitive activation

The first dimension of ReNIMo emphasizes inferential engagement
and executive functioning. Narrative interaction becomes cognitively
generative when children are invited to predict outcomes, explain
causal links, and reconcile narrative inconsistencies. Peterson and
McCabe (1983) demonstrate that children’s progression toward
structured “classic narratives” reflects increasing temporal and causal
integration (pp. 42-44). We suggest that such progression is
significantly strengthened through dialogic prompting. Cain and
Oakhill (2007) wrote that inferential reasoning differentiates deep
comprehension from superficial recall (p. 28). Within ReNIMo,
cognitive activation is cultivated through think-aloud modeling,
predictive questioning, and hypothesis testing. The educator’s role
shifts from transmitter of meaning to facilitator of cognitive
construction.

Linguistic expansion
The second-dimension foregrounds language as co-constructed
discourse. Vocabulary growth and syntactic sophistication are most
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effectively fostered through contingent expansions and elaborative
feedback. Mol et al. (2008) confirm that interactive reading practices
significantly enhance expressive vocabulary when adult responses
align with children’s contributions (p. 1002).

We suggest that linguistic expansion within ReNIMo is characterized
not by correction, but by amplification. Mental state verbs, causal
connectors, and evaluative language are introduced within meaningful
narrative contexts. Reese et al. (2010) demonstrate that elaborative
conversational styles predict later narrative complexity (p. 626),
reinforcing the idea that language development is relationally mediated
rather than mechanically delivered.

Emotional mentalization

The third-dimension centers on emotional literacy and theory of mind.
Narrative interaction externalizes internal states, enabling children to
interpret beliefs, intentions, and affective nuance. Wellman (2014)
underscores that theory of mind develops through conversational
engagement that makes mental states explicit (p. 112). Within
ReNIMo, emotional mentalization is cultivated through reflective
questioning and validation-based feedback. Aram and Aviram (2009)
show that emotion-focused dialogue during shared reading enhances
social competence (p. 75). We suggest that emotional attunement is not
ancillary, but structurally central to story-based good practices.
Cognitive activation without emotional resonance risks fragmentation;
emotional discussion without structural coherence risks diffusion.
ReNIMo integrates both.

Adaptive meaning-making

The fourth dimension integrates resilience theory into narrative
pedagogy. Story-based interaction becomes developmentally protective
when it frames adversity as manageable and relationally navigable.
Masten (2014) conceptualizes resilience as emerging from adaptive
systems embedded in everyday contexts (p. 9). We suggest that
narrative dialogue functions as one such system. When -children
collaboratively reframe narrative challenges and identify coping
strategies, they rehearse adaptive scripts. McAdams and McLean
(2013) argue that coherent narrative construction is associated with
psychological well-being (p. 233). Within ReNIMo, adaptive meaning-
making is achieved through guided reframing, solution-oriented
questioning, and validation of emotional struggle.
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Integrative structure of ReNIMo

The conceptual contribution of ReNIMo lies in articulating the
interdependence of these four dimensions. Cognitive activation
stimulates inferential reasoning; linguistic expansion refines expressive
precision; emotional mentalization deepens social understanding;
adaptive meaning-making supports resilience. We propose that
effective story-based good practices must integrate all four within
responsive interaction. ReNIMo does not prescribe rigid procedures
but offers a flexible architecture adaptable across educational contexts.
Its strength lies in coherence rather than novelty of individual
components.

Developmental progression of narrative competence within
ReNIMo

An essential dimension of implementing ReNIMo as a framework for
good practices lies in aligning narrative scaffolding with children’s
developmental progression. Narrative competence evolves predictably
during early childhood, and pedagogical responsiveness requires
sensitivity to these stages. Between ages two and three, children
typically produce single-event recounts with minimal causal
integration (Peterson & McCabe, 1983, pp. 37-39). At this stage,
narrative interaction should emphasize temporal anchoring and basic
sequencing support. Adults may model simple connectors (“and then,”
“after that™) and reinforce emerging attempts at event linkage. Within
ReNIMo, cognitive activation is gentle and structurally supportive,
while linguistic expansion focuses on naming actions and basic
emotions. Between ages three and four, children begin organizing
events into sequences and demonstrate emerging emotional labeling
(Peterson & McCabe, 1983, pp. 42-44). Here, dialogic questioning can
introduce causal prompts (“Why did that happen?”) and encourage
elementary perspective-taking. Emotional mentalization becomes
increasingly central, as children are capable of identifying basic
affective states in characters. From four to five years of age, narratives
often include recognizable problem-resolution structures and early
forms of perspective differentiation. At this stage, adaptive meaning-
making can be intentionally scaffolded. Educators may invite children
to propose alternative endings, generate coping strategies, and
articulate internal motivations. Inferential reasoning becomes more
robust, and linguistic expansion may include subordinating clauses and
mental state verbs. By ages five to six, many children construct what
Peterson and McCabe (1983) describe as “classic narratives”
characterized by coherent structure, identifiable conflict, and inclusion
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of internal states (p. 45). ReNIMo at this stage can operate at full
integrative capacity: cognitive activation, emotional mentalization,
linguistic refinement, and resilience-oriented reframing function
synergistically. Dialogic storytelling may approach collaborative
authorship, with children sustaining narrative coherence independently.
We suggest that developmental alignment is not merely
methodological precision but ethical responsibility. Over-scaffolding
may restrict autonomy, while under-scaffolding may result in
fragmentation. ReNIMo therefore emphasizes calibrated
responsiveness rather than uniform technique.

Pedagogical implications: structuring good practices in
educational contexts

The practical implications of ReNIMo extend beyond individual
storytelling sessions and require systemic integration into early
childhood pedagogy. We suggest that story-based communication
should be positioned not as an ancillary literacy activity but as a central
developmental intervention. First, interactive engagement should
consistently take precedence over passive reading formats. Research
repeatedly demonstrates that dialogic interaction enhances vocabulary
acquisition and narrative complexity more effectively than
unidirectional exposure (Whitehurst et al., 1988, p. 556; Mol et al.,
2008, p. 1002). Educators should therefore structure storytelling
sessions around reciprocal exchange rather than performance. Second,
dialogic techniques should be embedded systematically rather than
episodically. Inferential questioning, think-aloud modeling, and
reflective prompts cultivate deeper comprehension and emotional
awareness (Cain & Oakhill, 2007, p. 28). The effectiveness of these
strategies depends on regular integration into classroom routines.
Third, contingent feedback must function as the core regulatory
mechanism of story-based interaction. As previously discussed,
responsive expansions and validation-based scaffolding strengthen
linguistic precision, attention regulation, and resilience-building
processes (Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2001, p. 761). Fourth, narrative
selection requires cultural and contextual sensitivity. Stories that reflect
children’s lived realities enhance identification and autobiographical
linkage, supporting adaptive meaning-making. Rogoff (2003) reminds
us that learning is culturally situated (p. 284), and narrative pedagogy
must reflect this principle. Fifth, emotional reflection should be
explicitly cultivated. Emotion-focused dialogue during shared reading
predicts improved social competence and emotional differentiation
(Aram & Aviram, 2009, p. 75). Such reflection supports theory of
mind development and relational competence. Finally, documentation
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of narrative growth — through observational records, retellings, visual
artifacts, and reflective dialogue — provides longitudinal insight into
developmental progression. Narrative competence is not static; it
evolves through cumulative interaction. Systematic documentation
enables educators to align scaffolding with individual trajectories. We
suggest that when structured through ReNIMo, these good practices
transform storytelling into a coherent pedagogical architecture capable
of simultaneously advancing cognitive, linguistic, emotional, and
adaptive domains.

Conclusion

Story-based communication is best understood as a multidimensional
developmental intervention rather than an auxiliary classroom routine.
When stories are enacted through responsive dialogue, children are
supported in organizing experience temporally and causally, refining
expressive language, interpreting internal states, and rehearsing
adaptive responses to challenge. Across the literatures reviewed, a
consistent pattern emerges: the strongest outcomes are associated with
interactive formats in which adults prompt inference, expand child
language contingently, and validate emotional meaning while
maintaining narrative coherence (Black & Wiliam, 2009; Mol et al.,
2008; Whitehurst et al., 1988). ReNIMo consolidates this evidence into
a coherent architecture for practice. Its contribution is to treat
cognition, language, emotion, and resilience not as separate “targets”
but as interdependent dimensions of a single interactional system.
Within this model, feedback is not a corrective afterthought; it is the
mechanism that links comprehension to expression, attention to
participation, and emotion to narrative interpretation. The model also
emphasizes developmental calibration: effective scaffolding respects
children’s narrative stage, supporting progression from single-event
recounts toward coherent narratives that include internal states and
perspective-taking (Peterson & McCabe, 1983). For educators, the
implications are practical and principled. High-quality story-based
work prioritizes dialogic exchange over performance, systematically
integrates inferential and distancing prompts, documents narrative
growth longitudinally, and selects stories that are culturally meaningful
and emotionally usable. Emerging digital tools, including
conversational Al, may extend narrative practice when implemented
ethically and as a supplement to — not a substitute for — human
attunement and contextual judgment (Takacs & Bus, 2018). Future
research should prioritize longitudinal classroom-based designs that
measure developmental trajectories under feedback-rich interventions,
with particular attention to bilingual contexts and to the conditions
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under which digital supports enhance rather than dilute interaction
quality.
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