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Abstract
This study investigates the referential forms children use to introduce characters in
Swedish, in a cross-sectional sample of oral narratives by 100 Turkish/Swedish bilinguals
aged 4 to 7 and in a longitudinal sample from age 4 to 6 (N = 10). We analysed
development with age and how language proficiency (expressive vocabulary) and exposure
affect children’s use of referring expressions, with a focus on referential appropriateness. In
addition, a qualitative analysis of the characteristics of high- and low-performing children
was carried out. The results show significant effects of age and language proficiency, but
not of language exposure on appropriate use of referring expressions. At age 7, 69% of the
characters were introduced with an indefinite NP. The Turkish/Swedish bilinguals were
found to lag behind in their use of indefinite NPs in comparison to Swedish-speaking
children investigated in previous studies, with little crosslinguistic influence from L1
Turkish.

Keywords: bilingual child language acquisition; character introduction; exposure; indefinite article;
narratives; referring expressions; Swedish; Turkish; vocabulary

1. Introduction: Character introductions in monolingual and bilingual
children
An important aspect of telling a story that is understandable for a listener is making
clear who is part of the story and who performs which actions, i.e. introducing and
referring back to story characters. Children’s ability to introduce characters in oral
narratives has been investigated in a number of studies of monolingual children, and
in the past few years, studies of bilinguals have also become more common. Such
studies tend to investigate the relationship between character introduction and the
referential system of the target language, and/or development with age. The effect of
other factors such as language exposure and (general) language proficiency on
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children’s referential abilities in general, and the ability to introduce referents more
specifically, has rarely been explored. The present study does just this, by studying
100 bilingual Turkish/Swedish-speaking children’s character introductions in their
L2 Swedish narratives, in relation to age, expressive vocabulary skills, and language
exposure measures.

Theoretical approaches to referentiality assume that proficient speakers construct
a mental discourse model that keeps track of the accessibility of the discourse
referents for the interlocutor (e.g. Chafe 1976, Ariel 1990, Gundel, Hedberg &
Zacharski 1993, Arnold 2008). Specifically, when a storyteller begins to tell a story to
a naïve listener, s/he must establish a common ground, and unless the field of vision
is shared and allows for pointing or joint eye gaze, s/he needs to introduce referents
in a linguistically explicit way, using a form that marks the information (i.e. the
referent) as new in the discourse. Learning how to introduce referents appropriately
is therefore a complex task for the child. Mastery of appropriate referent
introduction is in part related to cognitive development, where the child needs to be
able to understand that the listener does not know everything the child knows (using
Theory of Mind) and to take the listener’s knowledge into account in order to judge
whether or not the referent is currently known to and/or identifiable for the listener.
If the referent is new to the listener, i.e. if it needs to be introduced into the
discourse, the child then needs to choose a linguistic form that signals newness in
the specific language used. Being able to introduce referents appropriately in a
language thus also requires knowledge of the language-specific means used for
marking information that is new in the discourse, which can be morphological cues
such as indefinite markers or syntactic ones such as word order. Children’s
developmental trajectories have been described as introducing characters with a mix
of referring expressions that also include inappropriate or ‘egocentric’ forms, such as
pronouns and/or definite lexical forms (e.g. Maratsos 1974, De Cat 2013), and later
moving on to using more and more indefinite lexical forms that are appropriate for
character introductions in decontextualised discourse (Wigglesworth 1990,
Hickmann et al. 1996, Küntay 2002, Álvarez 2003, Schneider & Hayward 2010,
Colozzo & Whitely 2014).

A fruitful approach in the study of character introduction has been to elicit
fictional narratives from speakers of different ages in the form of monologues, using
wordless picture books, picture sequences, or video clips. This way, comparable
discourse samples can be collected. Reports concerning the age at which children are
able to systematically introduce referents in this type of discourse using appropriate
referring expressions (such as indefinite NPs) vary considerably: from age 2−4 in
some studies (e.g. Emslie & Stevenson 1981, De Cat 2013), to around age 7 (Wong &
Johnston 2004, Schneider & Hayward 2010, Lindgren 2018a), or not until age 9−10
according to others (Warden 1976, Hickmann et al. 1996, Serratrice 2007). The
reasons for these contradictory reports are manifold, and often related to differences
in research methodology, as discussed in a recent First Language special issue on
referentiality in elicited narratives (Gagarina & Bohnacker 2022). Variation can
arise due to the use of different elicitation procedures, for instance, tasks
administered with or without shared visual attention between child storyteller and
adult listener/experimenter, as well as the use of stimulus materials with different
story designs. For instance, Lindgren (2018a) administered two different
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picture-based narrative tasks to the same group of children. The elicitation
procedures were highly similar and the number of story characters was kept
constant across stimulus materials, but the pictures were very different. The children
performed much better concerning character introductions on one material (MAIN;
Gagarina et al. 2019) than on the other (ENNI; Schneider, Dubé & Hayward 2005).
Non-congruent findings in the studies can also be related to differences in sample
size, composition of groups and differences in the general understanding of the
correctness/appropriateness of character introductions. The latter may lead to
different ways of data treatment, where character introductions may be coded for
categories, or scored in a binary manner (1 vs. 0 points for correct/appropriate vs.
incorrect/inappropriate forms), or scored on a graded scale (e.g. Schneider &
Hayward 2010).

In addition, there may also be differences in the course and speed of acquisition
of adequate referent introductions across languages. For instance, Küntay & Koçbaş
(2009) investigated character introductions in Frog stories (Mayer 1969) in
(monolingual) Turkish vs. English. The youngest Turkish children (3−4 years)
hardly ever used indefinite NPs to introduce new characters, in contrast to age-
matched English-speaking monolinguals, and the older Turkish-speaking age
groups were also found to lag behind their English-speaking age peers. In another
study, Aksu-Koç & Nicolopoulou (2015) compared 157 (monolingual) Greek-,
English-, and Turkish-speaking 3-to-5-year-old children on the same narrative task
and found that the Greek-speaking children were ahead of the others, as they
introduced a substantial proportion of characters with (adultlike) indefinite NPs
already by age 3, and around 50% by age 5, far more so than the age-matched
English-speaking and Turkish-speaking children. Indeed, performance was poorest
in Turkish, where even at age 5 hardly any characters were introduced with
indefinite forms. This might indicate that the ability to introduce referents
adequately develops earlier in some languages than others. Aksu-Koç &
Nicolopoulou (2015) attributed their results to structural differences between the
languages, and proposed that in languages with rich and transparent nominal
inflectional systems that mark the information status of referents, adequate use of
the different forms is acquired earlier. Hickmann et al. (1996) arrived at similar
conclusions, having compared the referent introductions in Frog stories told by
(monolingual) children speaking Mandarin Chinese (a language without a formal
article system), and English, French, and German (languages with formal article
systems). Again, the authors found very different degrees of mastery for the different
language groups on the same task, with the Chinese-speaking children trailing
behind.

Concerning the languages relevant for the present study (Turkish and Swedish),
the referential skills of Turkish-speaking children before age 7 have been described
as ‘fragile’ (Küntay 2002:98, Küntay & Koçbaş 2009:91), since they introduce story
characters in non-adult ways in fictional elicited narratives for extended periods of
time. By contrast, Swedish-speaking children have been described as mastering
character introductions comparatively early. For instance, a cross-sectional study
that used the same stimuli as the present study found a significant development with
age for 72 4-to-6-year-old monolinguals, where by age 6 the children used 90% fully
appropriate referring expressions in the form of indefinite lexical NPs (Lindgren
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2018a). Two subsequent longitudinal studies using the same stimuli, where one
investigated the use of referring expressions from age 4 to 7 (Vogels & Lindgren
2022) and the other used a score of referential appropriateness (for character
introductions) for the same children from age 4 to 9 (Lindgren 2022), found a
similar development with age.

Bilingual children have sometimes been found to master appropriate character
introduction in narratives at the same age as monolinguals (Álvarez 2003 for
Spanish/English; Lindgren, Reichardt & Bohnacker 2022 for German/Swedish;
Serratrice 2007 for Italian/English; Topaj 2010 for German in Russian/German
bilinguals; Andreou et al. 2015 for German in Greek/German bilinguals; Topaj 2020
for Russian in Russian/German bilinguals).1 Other studies have reported bilingual
children to lag behind monolingual age peers (Andreou et al. 2015 for Greek in
Greek/German bilinguals; Chen & Liang 2013 for English; Jia & Paradis 2015 for
Chinese, both in Chinese/English bilinguals). Some studies have also found that
bilinguals develop faster than monolinguals (Aktan-Erciyes et al. 2021 for Turkish
in Turkish/English bilinguals; Topaj 2020 for German in Russian/German
bilinguals). In a study of potential L2 effects on the L1 Turkish, Aktan-Erciyes
et al. (2021) found that 5- and 7-year-olds, from homes where only Turkish was
spoken but who had been exposed to English at preschool, used higher proportions
of indefinite markers for character introductions in Turkish than monolingual age
peers who had only heard Turkish at preschool. Aktan-Erciyes et al. suggested that
early L2 exposure to an English-style referential system with overt indefinite articles
may boost and speed up the otherwise drawn-out acquisition process of character
introductions in L1 Turkish. In sum, bilingual children’s performance regarding
character introductions may be influenced not only by age, but also by language
combination and the referential system of the respective languages. The ability to
introduce characters might also be influenced by background factors such as
language exposure and language proficiency. The latter aspects have, however, not
been researched extensively. A rare exception, Andreou et al. (2015) investigated
character introductions in story retellings in both languages of Greek/German
bilingual 8–12-year-olds and found that these were significantly affected by early
literacy exposure and vocabulary knowledge. In Greek, Andreou et al. also found
differences between bilinguals growing up in Germany and bilinguals growing up in
Greece, where the former group, but not the latter, differed significantly from Greek
monolinguals.2

Character introductions in bilingual children involving Swedish have previously
been investigated for two closely related languages, German and Swedish, in a
doctoral thesis (Lindgren 2018b) and a later publication based on the same dataset
(Lindgren et al. 2022). Using the same stimuli as the present study, Lindgren and
colleagues analysed character introductions in narratives in both languages from 40
bilingual German/Swedish children aged 4 and 6.3 Whilst age was found to be a
strong predictor of the bilingual children’s use of referring expressions, language
exposure and language proficiency (as measured on a separate expressive
vocabulary test) did not turn out to be significant predictors. By age 6, the
German/Swedish bilingual children were using more than 80% fully appropriate
referring expressions (indefinite NPs) and were thus performing similarly to their
monolingual peers. Lindgren et al. (2022) suggested that the German/Swedish
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bilinguals were ‘helped’ by having the same referential systems in both their
languages. However, there was no comparison with bilinguals who speak languages
that are not closely related and have different referential systems. Would such
children, when tested on the same narrative stimuli materials, also show the same
developmental trajectory as the monolingual Swedish and the bilingual German/
Swedish children? And would background factors, such as language exposure and
language proficiency, again not affect their acquisition of referring expressions for
character introductions? This is what will be investigated in the present study, for
100 Turkish/Swedish bilinguals age 4 to 7. Their two languages, Turkish and
Swedish, are not typologically related and employ different referential systems, as
described in the next section.

2. The Swedish and Turkish referential systems from an acquisitional
perspective
Swedish marks (in)definiteness and specificity of referents morphologically with
freestanding and bound morphemes on nominal phrases. Turkish lacks a definite
determiner but has an indefinite numeral that can be used to mark indefinite noun
phrases (see below). Pronouns exist in both languages, though the Turkish
pronominal system is less elaborate (for instance, pronouns are underspecified for
gender) and much information conveyed through overt personal pronouns in
Swedish is encoded via verbal inflections in Turkish (Turkish is a pro-drop language
which allows for both subject and object ellipsis). An overview of the Swedish and
Turkish forms of reference, with a comparison to English, is given in Table 1.

In Swedish, the indefiniteness marker is a freestanding prenominal article
marked for gender (en and ett for common and neuter gender respectively). The
Swedish definiteness marker is a suffix, marked for gender (-en/-et). Definiteness
suffixes have been found to be acquired earlier in Swedish than the indefinite article,
though both types of morphological markers emerge crosslinguistically early in
children’s spontaneous speech, around or even before age 2 (Bohnacker 1997,
Bohnacker 2003, Kupisch et al. 2009). The discourse-pragmatic rules for the use of
the different forms in Swedish are similar to English: when there is no shared
knowledge or joint visual attention between speaker and listener, a new referent is
normally introduced with an indefinite NP (Teleman, Hellberg & Andersson
1999:166ff), as illustrated in (1).

(1) Swe. det var en gång en hund.
it was one time a dog
‘Once there was a dog.’

If a speaker were to use a definite form to introduce a character, this gives the
listener enough lexical information to understand who the story is about. However,
a definite form in Swedish signals (as in English) that the referent is uniquely
identifiable in context (Gundel et al. 1993), i.e. visible to the speaker and listener or
in another way already known to the listener. For a naïve listener, character
introductions with a definite form (hunden ‘the dog’) would therefore in most cases
be inappropriate. If a speaker were to introduce a character with a bare singular
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count noun (e.g. hund ‘dog’), this would also provide the listener with enough lexical
information to understand who the character is, but such a form is ungrammatical
in Swedish (*det var en gång _ hund). Such a bare noun might however be produced
by a second language learner. If a pronoun is used to introduce a character, it is
impossible for a naïve listener to know who the character is, unless there is shared
visual attention and deixis. A pronoun not only indicates that the referent has been
mentioned earlier in the discourse, but also that it is activated in the listener’s mind
(Gundel et al. 1993). Pronouns (e.g. den ‘it’, den där ‘this one’) are thus clearly less
felicitous for character introduction than any type of lexical NP.

In Turkish, referents are also introduced with a lexical NP; pronouns or null
forms would not be acceptable for referent introduction. Turkish has a freestanding
indefinite numeral (bir ‘one/a certain/a’) that can be used to mark indefinite lexical NPs
to signal that a new referent is introduced. Reference grammars and a range of research
publications describe bir as an optional marker of indefiniteness; see (2) (Erguvanlı
1984, Dede 1986, Küntay 2002, Göksel & Kerslake 2005, Küntay & Koçbaş 2009).4

(2) Tur. a. (bir) köpek varmış.
(a) dog existed
‘There was a dog.’

b. (bir) çocuk yürüyor.
(a) child walk-PROG
‘A child is walking.’

The optionality of indefiniteness marking in Turkish is controversial. NPs marked
with bir are unambiguously indefinite (Göksel & Kerslake 2005:324). The absence of
bir ‘leaves the indefinite status of the relevant noun unmarked, leaving it to the
situational context, or the listener’s inferential system, or both, to fill in the
information’ (Küntay 2002:82). It has been suggested that bare nouns in sentence-
initial position generally signal definiteness, whilst they tend to signal indefiniteness
in immediately preverbal position (Aksu-Koç & Nicolopoulou 2015). In short
utterances such as (2), though, sentence-initial and preverbal position coincide.
According to an anonymous reviewer, bir is required in the context of introducing
new information where the interlocutors do not share common ground, and the use
of a bare lexical NP would not be pragmatically appropriate since a bare NP assumes
that the hearer knows/sees who or what the referent is. This intuition is shared by
several native speakers we have consulted, but not by all. Some also accept bare
lexical NPs for character introduction, in line with the references cited above.

Table 1. The Swedish and Turkish referential systems, with a comparison to English

Indefinite NP Definite NP Pronoun

Swedish en pojke pojken han/hon/den/det/dom

Turkish (bir) çocuk çocuk o/onlar

English a boy the boy he/she/it/they
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Empirical studies of Turkish speakers telling a story from pictures in an
experimental setting attest to high frequencies of bare NPs used for character
introductions, especially when the NP is in sentence-initial position and fulfils the
subject role (Küntay 2002, Küntay & Koçbaş 2009), as in (2). This would suggest
that both bare NPs and bir + N can be used for character introductions, making
Turkish different from Swedish (where the indefinite specific marker is obligatory).

As described in Section 1, monolingual Swedish-speaking children and German/
Swedish bilinguals have been found to generally introduce characters appropriately
in narratives by age 6, with overtly marked indefinite lexical NPs (Lindgren 2018a,
Lindgren et al. 2022, Vogels & Lindgren 2022). By contrast, Turkish-speaking
children have been said to master the appropriate use of referring expressions for
character introduction later than children learning other languages. Studies have
repeatedly found that (monolingual) Turkish-speaking children before age 7 rarely
use bir + NP for character introductions in picture-based storytelling; instead, the
children use bare NPs (Küntay 2002, Küntay & Koçbaş 2009, Aksu-Koç &
Nicolopoulou 2015, Aktan-Erciyes et al. 2021). In those studies, the pervasive use of
bare NPs has been described as divergent from adult use. However, the few studies
that include Turkish-speaking adult controls (who tell the same story as the
children) also document high proportions of bare NPs for character introduction
(Küntay 2002, Küntay & Koçbaş 2009), suggesting that both bare nouns and bir +
N are acceptable here.

Considering the Swedish and Turkish referential systems and what is known
about the way characters are linguistically introduced in the two languages, Turkish-
speaking children who are learning Swedish may show an underuse of overtly
marked indefinite lexical NPs.

3. Aim, research questions and predictions
The aim of the present study is to investigate character introductions in the (L2)
Swedish narratives by Turkish/Swedish bilingual children aged 4−7. We combine a
large-scale cross-sectional study with a smaller longitudinal one. The following
research questions are asked.

• Is there a development with age in the children’s use of Swedish referring
expressions for introducing story characters? If so, can cross-sectional patterns
be confirmed by longitudinal data for individual children?

• How does the children’s language exposure (length of exposure to Swedish,
daily language input, parental language use) and their language proficiency (as
measured on an independent vocabulary task) influence their use of Swedish
referring expressions?

• What characterises particularly high- and low-performing children?

Based on the existing literature, we expect to find that the use of different types of
Swedish referring expressions (pronouns, bare nouns, definite NPs, indefinite NPs)
for character introduction will be linked to age. Specifically, we predict an age-
related increase in referential appropriateness, and especially in the use of indefinite
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lexical NPs (i.e. appropriate forms). We expect this to be seen in both the cross-
sectional data and the longitudinal data of individual children. The effect of
language exposure and proficiency in Swedish on children’s character introduction
performance is more difficult to predict, as few studies have investigated this issue.
Our study is explorative in this regard; it is plausible, though, to expect measurable
effects in a sample of 100 participants with varied exposure patterns and vocabulary
skills. Moreover, the bilingual Turkish/Swedish children may be somewhat later in
acquiring the systematic use of indefinite NPs for character introductions when
compared to monolingual Swedish-speaking age peers or bilingual German/Swedish
children (Lindgren 2018a, Lindgren et al. 2022, Vogels & Lindgren 2022), since
German and Swedish, but not Turkish and Swedish, have comparable referential
systems.

4. Methods
4.1 Participants

A total of 100 4- to 7-year-old Turkish/Swedish bilingual children (Mage = 73.1
months, SD = 14.2, range 48−97 months) participated in the study. The children
were all part of a larger research project led by the second author (Bohnacker 2013).
Informed parental consent was obtained in writing, and families and children could
terminate their participation at any time. We collected background information via
a parental questionnaire, administered in Turkish or Swedish, depending on the
parents’ preference. For all 100 children, questionnaire data were available. All
children were exposed to Turkish in their homes and to Swedish at (pre)school,
were growing up in urban areas of eastern central Sweden, and were able to speak
Swedish well enough to complete the narrative task, meaning that they were able to
follow the instructions by the experimenter and produce a verbal response in
Swedish to the picture-based stimuli. None had received a diagnosis of language
impairment or any neuropsychiatric disorder. An overview of the participants is
given in Table 2, broken down by age group.

The majority of children in the sample (67%) grew up in families with two
Turkish-L1 parents who both spoke only or mostly Turkish to the child and to each
other. Only 8% had a parent who was a native speaker of Swedish. 92% of the
children had lived in Sweden from birth, whereas most parents were born in and
had grown up in Turkey and migrated to Sweden as adults.5 Exposure to Swedish
started at different ages for individual children, including at birth (for simultaneous
bilinguals). Most children (85%) had started to hear Swedish regularly before age
3;0. Nearly every child attended (pre)school for a major part of the day, as is typical
in Sweden. On average, children had started preschool at 23 months, with a few late
starts (60−72 months) in cases of recent relocation from Turkey.6 All schools and
preschools were run in Swedish, though we noticed during our data collection visits
that some other children and/or a staff member also spoke Turkish. Most children
lived in linguistically and culturally diverse urban areas. The children came from a
wide variety of socioeconomic backgrounds, regarding parental occupations and
education (from a few years of primary school to doctorates). Many parents had
completed secondary education but did not have any tertiary education.
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The parents estimated the proportion of daily language exposure of the child on a
scale ranging from 95% Turkish/5% Swedish to 5% Turkish/95% Swedish, with the
option of writing down their own distribution. According to this estimate, the daily
input mean for the whole group was 44.4% Turkish (SD = 19.5, range 5−95,
median = 40), and 55.6% Swedish (SD = 19.5, range 5−95, median = 60). The
majority of children (68%) were reported to receive approximately equal amounts of
Turkish and Swedish during the day (40:60, 50:50, 60:40). For 23 children (23%),
parents reported daily input to be at least 80% Swedish; for eight children (8%), at
least 80% Turkish input was reported. The few remaining children had other input
distributions, including a third language (mostly Kurdish).

As part of a longitudinal follow-up, ten of the 4-year-olds (4 girls, Mage = 55.1
months, SD = 4.2, range 48–59 months) were seen again two years later, at age 6
(Mage = 77.1 months, SD = 4.3, range 70–81 months).

4.2 Materials and procedure

Oral narratives were elicited from the children in Swedish using the picture-based
Cat and Dog stories from the Multilingual Assessment Instrument for Narratives
(MAIN; Gagarina et al. 2019). Each story consists of six pictures and shows a story
including three story characters (Cat: a cat, a butterfly, a boy; Dog: a dog, a mouse, a
boy).7 The stories were administered with the ‘telling mode’ procedure, i.e. story
generation without a prior model provided by the experimenter, with non-shared
visual attention (Gagarina et al. 2019). The child sits behind a table facing the
experimenter and is presented with three envelopes, each containing an identical
copy of one of the picture sequences in a fold-out strip. The child is told that the
envelopes contain different stories and is asked to choose one, take out the pictures,
unfold them and look at them but not let the experimenter see them. This
previewing is done to familiarise the child with the story and reduce task demands
during storytelling. When the child is ready, the pictures are folded up again, and
the child is asked to tell the story from the pictures. Here, fold-out is used, such that
first two, then four, and then all six pictures are visible to the child, but held away
from the view of the experimenter. The experimenter acts as if the stories are
unknown to her/him. This procedure minimises effects of shared knowledge,
encourages verbalisation of referents instead of pointing or joint eye gaze, and
ensures comparability of the elicited referring expressions. Around half the children
in each age group received Cat (N = 52) and half received Dog (N = 48).8

Table 2. Participants

4 years 5 years 6 years 7 years Total

N 24 22 26 28 100

Girls/boys 11/13 12/10 15/11 14/14 53/47

Age range 4;0–4;11 5;1–5;11 6;1–6;11 7;0–8;1* 4;0–8;1

Note. *At the time of the Swedish testing, three children in the 7-year group had just turned 8 years.
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As an independent measure of vocabulary knowledge, the Swedish Cross-
linguistic Lexical Task (CLT; Ringblom, Håkansson & Lindgren 2014, Haman,
Łuniewska & Pomiechowska 2015) was administered following standard procedure;
here, we focus on expressive vocabulary, i.e. the production part of the CLT. This
consisted of a picture-naming task with 30 nouns and 30 verbs. CLT items were
elicited with standard prompts, e.g. What’s this? for nouns (e.g. a lion, a gate),
What’s s/he doing? for action verbs (e.g. pouring (water), picking (apples)), What’s
happening? for non-action verbs (e.g. snowing, melting).

MAIN and CLT data were also collected from all children in Turkish as part of
the larger research project, and the order of the languages was counter-balanced
within the age groups; half of the children were tested in Turkish first and the other
half in Swedish first. The present study focuses on character introduction in the
Swedish narratives.

Ten of the 4-year-olds were again tested two years later, at age 6, with the same
MAIN story (Cat = 5, Dog = 5) and order of the languages (Turkish first = 8,
Swedish first = 2). For one child, the data from the longitudinal follow-up was
excluded from the analyses, since the child’s narration was disturbed when another
adult accidentally entered the room.

4.3 Coding and analyses

The narratives were transcribed orthographically using the CHAT-format
(MacWhinney 2000) by the authors and trained research assistants (native speakers
of Swedish) and carefully checked. The first author coded and scored the narratives
for character introductions (first mentions). The coding/scoring was checked by the
second author, and disagreements (which were very rare) were discussed until
consensus was reached.

For each of the three story characters (cat/dog, butterfly/mouse, boy), we
identified its first mention in the narratives. Each character was coded as introduced
or not, depending on whether any mention of it could be found in the narrative. All
first mentions were coded for type of referring expression (indefinite NP, definite
NP, bare noun, pronoun). Based on this coding, as a measure of the systematicity of
the individual child’s use of indefinite NPs, we coded whether each child never
(0 out of 3), sometimes (1–2 out of 3), or always (3 out of 3) produced indefinite NPs
to introduce story characters. Subsequently, we used the system developed by
Schneider & Hayward (2010) to award each referring expression 1–3 points
according to its level of appropriateness. Indefinite NPs received 3 points, definite
NPs and bare nouns received 2 points, and pronouns received 1 point. Characters
that were not introduced were scored zero. The scores for the three characters were
combined, yielding a total character introduction score (max = 9 points) for
each child.

The following measures were included as independent variables (predictors) in
the statistical analyses of the character introduction score for the cross-sectional
data. The child’s chronological age was calculated in months (range: 48–97 months).
As a measure of the child’s productive vocabulary, we used scores (max = 60) from
the production parts of the Swedish CLT (Ringblom et al. 2014). Three variables
connected to the child’s language exposure were based on information from the
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parental questionnaire. The child’s length of exposure (LoE) to Swedish (range:
14–94 months) was calculated based on the reported age of onset and the child’s age.
Based on the parents’ estimation of the daily language exposure of the child (on a
scale ranging from 95% Turkish/5% Swedish to 5% Turkish/95% Swedish), the
child’s estimated percentage of daily exposure to Swedish was measured on a scale
from 0 to 100 (0 = 0% Swedish, 100 = 100% Swedish). The measure parental input
consisted of a combined score (max = 10) for both parents based on a scale for each
parent’s language use with the child ranging from 1 = almost only Turkish to 5 =
almost only Swedish. When data from only one parent was available, the number for
that parent was doubled. Parental education was used as a proxy for
the child’s socioeconomic status (SES), which was included as a control variable
in the analysis. The educational level of each parent was measured according to the
United Nations ISCED (2011) 9-level classification of the highest educational level
achieved, where 0 corresponds to three years of primary education and 8 to a
doctoral degree. The two parents’ educational levels were then combined
(max = 16). When data from only one parent was available, the level of that
parent was doubled. Narrative length in total number of words (TNW) was
calculated using the freq function in CLAN (MacWhinney 2000) and included as a
control variable in the analysis. Table 3 gives an overview of the children’s results on
these independent variables.

All statistical analyses were done in R.9 We first report descriptive statistics for
the number and proportion of characters introduced and the proportions of
different types of referring expressions used by the four age groups in the cross-
sectional study and by the children at the two time points of the longitudinal study.
To investigate the effect of age on the children’s use of indefinite NPs, we carried out
two statistical analyses, one for the cross-sectional and one for the longitudinal data,
in the form of logit mixed effects models using the glmer-function of the package
lme4 (Bates et al. 2015). In the analysis of the cross-sectional data, the independent
variable age group was Helmert-coded, meaning that one predictor compared the 4-
year-olds with the three older groups, one compared the 5-year-olds with the two
older groups, and the final predictor compared the 6-year-olds with the 7-year-olds.
The independent variable in the longitudinal analyses was time of testing (T1, T2).

Table 3. An overview of the independent variables

Variable Mean SD Range

Age (in months) 73.13 14.15 48–97

Vocabulary production score (max = 60) 34.96 11.05 8–54

LoE to Swedish (in months) 55.45 19.77 14–94

Estimated daily Swedish exposure (max = 100) 55.55 19.45 5–95

Parental input (max = 10) 3.69 1.61 2–8

Socioeconomic status (max = 16)* 6.85 3.24 1–16

Narrative length (in words) 83.65 33.66 18–237

Note. All values have been rounded to two decimal points. *Data available for 99 children.

(In)definites, pronouns and bare nouns 11

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0332586524000192 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0332586524000192


Additionally, to investigate the systematicity of individual children’s use of
indefinite NPs for the different age groups and time points, we analysed the
proportion of children who never (0 out of 3), sometimes (1−2 out of 3), or always
(3 out of 3) produced indefinite NPs to introduce story characters.

Next, we carried out separate (univariate) linear regression analyses to investigate
the effect of each of the included factors (age, narrative length, vocabulary
production, length of exposure, parental input, daily exposure, SES) on the character
introduction score. Finally, those factors found to be statistically significant in their
respective univariate analysis were included in our multivariate analysis, a linear
regression analysis. To control for potential effects of the specific stimuli and/or of
practice (i.e. of already having carried out a similar narrative task in the other
language), story (Cat/Dog), and the language of the first testing (Swedish/Turkish)
were included in the multivariate analyses.

The statistical analyses are complemented by a qualitative study that investigates
the narratives and backgrounds of individual children, focusing on the youngest top
performers and on children who scored particularly low on character introduction.

5. Results
5.1 Characters introduced

In Table 4, the results for the numbers and proportions of characters introduced are
shown by age group. Generally, the majority of characters were introduced by all
children, but there is an increase with age, with the 4-year-olds introducing 88.9% of
the characters and the 7-year-olds 100%. The total number of referring expressions
used to introduce characters by the 100 children is 287 (out of 300).

In the longitudinal sample, the nine children introduced all characters at T2
(age 6), producing a total of 27 first mentions, compared to 24 at T1 (age 4), thus
showing a similar development in the ability to introduce all characters as in the
cross-sectional sample.

5.2 Types of referring expressions

Figure 1 shows the percentage of different types of referring expressions used to
introduce the story characters. Recall that proficient L1 Swedish speakers would
introduce new story characters with indefinite NPs. In our participants, we see a
higher percentage of such adultlike indefinite NPs in the older age groups, and a
lower proportion of pronouns and bare nouns, compared to the younger groups. In
fact, pronouns and bare nouns are completely absent from the production of the 7-
year-olds. However, already at age 4, bare nouns and pronouns are relatively
infrequent (10.9% and 12.5%, respectively). Indefinite NPs comprise only 31.3% of
the character introductions at age 4, compared to 69.0% at age 7. In fact, the 4-year-
olds show the opposite pattern compared to the 7-year-olds in terms of the
percentage of indefinite NPs vs. other types of referring expressions, indicating that
a substantial development takes place during these years. Another notable increase
(+20.3%) in indefinite NPs occurs from age 4 (31.3%) to age 5 (51.6%). The 15%
increase from age 5 to age 6 (66.2%) is also substantial, whereas the increase to age 7
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is fairly small (2.8%). The logit mixed-effects model on the use of indefinite NPs in
the cross-sectional data showed that the 4-year-olds were significantly less likely to
use an indefinite NP compared to the older groups (B = −2.29, SE = 0.72, z =
−3.17, p = .002). The difference between the 5-year-olds and the two older groups
just failed to reach significance (B = −1.25, SE = 0.69, z = −1.81, p = .07). As
expected from the small difference in their use of indefinite NPs, there was no
significant difference between the 6-year-olds and the 7-year-olds (B = −0.28,
SE = 0.74, z = −0.37, p = .71).

Turning now to the longitudinal sample, we see a similar development (Figure 2):
the percentage of indefinite NPs more than doubles from T1 (25.0%) to T2 (51.9%).
Pronouns, which are already infrequent at T1 (16.7%), are not produced at T2. At
both time points, bare nouns are rare, with only one case at T1 (4.2%) and two cases
at T2 (7.4%). The logit mixed-effects model of the use of indefinite NPs in the
longitudinal data showed a significant effect of time point: indefinite NPs
were significantly more likely to be produced at T2 than at T1 (B = 1.31,
SE = 0.67, z = 1.97, p = .049).

The results from the cross-sectional study for the proportion of children who
never (0/3), sometimes (1−2/3), or always (3/3) introduced story characters with an
indefinite NP are shown per age group in Table 5. Again, there is a clear difference
between the age groups; only 12.5% of the 4-year-olds (three children) introduce
all three story characters with indefinite NPs, whilst 50% of the 7-year-olds
(14 children) do so. For the 4-year-olds, the most common category is never an

Table 4. Number and proportion of character introduced, by age group

4 years 5 years 6 years 7 years Total

N 64 62 77 84 287

% introduced 88.9 93.9 98.7 100.0 95.7

Note. % is N/(3 × number of children in the age group).

Figure 1. Types of referring expressions used to introduce story characters, by age group.
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indefinite NP, which shifts to sometimes for the 5-year-olds. For 6- and 7-year-olds,
always is the most common category. A similar development can be seen in the
longitudinal sample, where five children never use indefinite NPs and four children
sometimes use them at age 4 (T1), whereas at age 6 (T2), only one child never
uses indefinite NPs, six children sometimes use them, and two children always
use them.

5.3 Character introduction score

Table 6 shows the results for the character introduction score by age group. There is
a clear increase in the mean score, as well as a decrease in the SDs and ranges,
showing higher performance and smaller individual variation in the older groups.
The increase is fairly large (around 1 point on average) from age 4 to 5 as well as
from age 5 to 6, with a smaller increase from age 6 to 7. Note the considerable
overlap in the range of scores between children in the different age groups. For
example, there are some 4-year-olds who receive the maximum score, whereas some
7-year-olds perform just slightly higher than the average 4-year-old. Age is thus

Figure 2. Types of referring expressions used to introduce story characters, longitudinal study by time
point (T1 Nexpressions = 24, T2 Nexpressions = 27).

Table 5. How often do children in the different age groups introduce characters with an indefinite NP?
Percentages, and number of children in parentheses

4 years 5 years 6 years 7 years Total

Never 58.3 (14) 27.3 (6) 19.2 (5) 7.1 (2) 27.0 (27)

Sometimes 29.2 (7) 50.0 (11) 34.6 (9) 42.9 (12) 39.0 (39)

Always 12.5 (3) 22.7 (5) 46.2 (12) 50.0 (14) 34.0 (34)

Total 100.0 (24) 100.0 (22) 100.0 (26) 100.0 (28) 100.0 (100)

Note. Never = 0 out of 3, Sometimes = 1–2 out of 3, Always = 3 out of 3.
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clearly not the only factor playing a role for the ability to introduce characters
appropriately.

The differences between the age groups in the character introduction score
shown in Table 6 are similar to what is found in the longitudinal sample
(Mage4 = 5.56, Mage6 = 7.56). Table 7 shows the scores for the individual
children in the longitudinal sample at T1 (age 4) and T2 (age 6). All children
either received the same score at T2 or increased their score from T1 to T2. The
children who received the same score at both time points all had relatively high
scores at T1. The largest increase is found for the children who scored very low at
T1 (BiTur4-06: 2 points; BiTur4-14: 3 points). At age 6, there is still some
variation between individual children, although the variation is substantially
smaller than at age 4.

5.4 The influence of background factors on the character introduction score

In this section, we first report the results from the univariate regression analyses,
followed by the multivariate analysis. Figure 3 shows the relationships between the
child’s age in months (A), narrative length (B), the child’s vocabulary production
score (C), length of exposure to Swedish (D), estimated daily exposure (E), parental
input (F), and SES (G) and the character introduction score, respectively. Not
surprisingly, in light of the results for the age groups reported above, the child’s age
(in months) has a significant effect on the character introduction score, explaining
26% of the variation in the score. Narrative length (TNW) also significantly affects
the character introduction score, as did the child’s Swedish vocabulary production
score, explaining 9.7% and 37% of the variation in the score, respectively. Length of
exposure to Swedish (in months) was also found to have a significant effect on the
character introduction score, explaining 15% of the variation. As length of exposure
is closely connected to the child’s age, it remains to be seen whether this variable is
still significant when included in a model together with age. Daily exposure, parental

Table 6. Character introduction score (max = 9), by age group

4 years 5 years 6 years 7 years Total

Mean 5.83 6.86 7.81 8.07 7.20

(SD) (1.97) (1.83) (1.47) (1.05) (1.80)

Min–max 2–9 3–9 4–9 6–9 2–9

Table 7. Character introduction scores at T1 (age 4) and T2 (age 6), longitudinal sample

Child 4-01 4-02 4-04 4-05 4-06 4-07 4-08 4-14 4-18 Mean (SD)

T1 (age 4) 5 5 6 8 2 6 8 3 7 5.56 (2.07)

T2 (age 6) 7 7 8 9 9 6 8 7 7 7.56 (1.10)
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input, and SES were not found to significantly affect the character introduc-
tion score.

The results from the univariate analyses thus show that age, narrative length,
vocabulary production, and length of exposure significantly affect the character
introduction score. These variables were therefore included as predictors in the
multivariate analysis (linear regression model), together with the story (Cat/Dog)
and the language of the first testing (Test 1) as control variables. The result of the
multivariate analysis is shown in Table 8. The model explains 39.4% of the variation
in the character introduction score (F(6, 93) = 11.72, p < .001). The only
significant predictors are age (p = .019) and the vocabulary production score
(p < .001), which both have a significant positive effect on the character
introduction score. Older children and children with a higher vocabulary
production score (on a separate task) thus scored significantly higher on character
introduction in narratives, i.e. introduced characters more appropriately. The
standardised coefficients show that the vocabulary production score (0.491) affect
the character introduction score more strongly than age (0.254). The control
variables narrative length, story, and language of the first testing (Test 1) are not
significant, showing that character introduction was not influenced by the length of
the narrative and that performance was the same irrespective of whether the child
told Cat or Dog and whether Swedish was tested first or second (i.e. there was no

Figure 3. The character introduction score (max = 9) as a function of (A) age (months), (B) narrative
length (TNW), (C) the vocabulary production score, (D) length of exposure to Swedish (months),
(E) estimated daily exposure (%), (F) parental input, and (G) SES.
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practice effect on the character introduction score). The VIF-values are all well
below 5, indicating low levels of multicollinearity.

Our multivariate model includes the factors that had proved significant in the
first part of our analysis. Both age and expressive vocabulary contribute positively to
the children’s character introductions. However, as shown by the adjusted R2 value,
the model in Table 8 explains 39.4% of the variance, which indicates that other
factors must also be at work concerning children’s character introductions in
narratives. In what follows, we will explore this further with the help of qualitative
analyses of the narratives of particularly high- vs. particularly low-performing
children.

5.5 High- and low-performing children

Six of the 4-year-olds scored at ceiling (9p) or near ceiling (8p) for character
introduction: BiTur4-03, BiTur4-05, BiTur-4-08, BiTur4-10, BiTur4-28, BiTur4-30.
Two such narratives are shown in (3)−(4) with English translations below, and with
the first mentions marked in bold.10 The high-scoring 4-year-olds introduce
characters with indefinite NPs (article + N, e.g. en katt ‘a cat’, en gubbe ‘a guy’),
sometimes expanded with a prenominal adjective or a postnominal relative clause
(en liten mus som hittade ett hål i trädet ‘a little mouse that found a hole in the tree’).
Their character introductions are semantically informative, grammatical in form,
and functionally appropriate in discourse. Occasionally, the third character (a boy)
is introduced with a definite lexical phrase (pojken ‘the boy’, BiTur4-05), which is
discourse-pragmatically inappropriate; in adult Swedish, an indefinite NP (en pojke
‘a boy’) would have been used.

Table 8. Multivariate analysis for the character introduction score

Coef SE Std coef t p VIF

Intercept 1.953 0.800 2.443 .017*

Age (months) 0.032 0.014 0.254 2.391 .019* 1.842

Narrative length 0.008 0.005 0.146 1.756 .082 1.132

Vocabulary 0.080 0.018 0.491 4.414 < .001*** 2.021

LoE Swe (months) −0.011 0.010 −0.123 −1.099 .274 2.043

Story −0.143 0.285 −0.040 −0.504 .615 1.025

Test 1 0.229 0.287 0.064 0.799 .426 1.043

Model evaluation

Adjusted R2 0.394

Note. * = p< .05, *** = p< .001. All values have been rounded to three decimal points. Coef = coefficient. Std coef =
standardised coefficient. Narrative length = total number of words (TNW) in the narrative. Vocabulary = Swedish
vocabulary production score (CLT). LoE Swe = length of exposure to Swedish. Story = Cat or Dog; the model shows the
effect when the story is Dog. Test 1 = language of the first testing; the model shows the effect when the language of the
first testing is Swedish.
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(3) BiTur4-30, age 4;3, telling the Cat story (9/9 points)

en (.) en katt och en, en fjäril, katten vilde [: ville] äta fjärilen.
och en gubbe komde [: kom], och sen var det en boll,
och kattens svans fastnade (.) i, i buskarna, och (.) gubben (.) var rädd och (.)
&ehm katten sedde [: såg] fiskarna, och &ehm (..) gubbens boll ramlade (.) till
vattnet och (.) och (.) sen kunde gubben ta sin boll, och sen äte [: åt] fisk &hm (.)
katten sina fiskar, sådär.

‘a (.) a cat and a, a butterfly, the cat wanted to eat the butterfly
and a guy comed [: came], and then there was a ball,
and the cat’s tail got stuck (.) in, in the bushes, and (.) the guy (.) was scared and (.)
&uhm the cat seed [: saw] the fishes, and &uhm (..) the guy’s ball fell (.) to the
water and (.) and (.) then the guy could take his ball, and then (the cat) eat [: ate] fish
&hm (.) the cat its fishes, like this.’

(4) BiTur4-05, age 4;5, telling the Dog story (8/9 points)

en gång var det en liten mus som hitta(de) ett hål i trädet och, och trädet var
jättehål, så sen kom en hund, och den, och den såg jätteglad &äh
[EXP: kan du säga lite högre, så jag kan:::]
en gång var det en mus [!] och den [!] hitta(de) ett hål i ett litet litet träd [!]
det [!] trädet, det var så nära, så den kan, så den kande [: kunde] kliva in det,
men sen så.
och sen, sen när musen hållde [: höll] bakom, då så sprang hunden xx, och musen xx,
och så &hhh, och den, och den blev jätte, och &de,
och då kommer pojken [!] fram med sin ballong (.) men sen när den såg att &mm
den blev dunkad i det lilla hålet, så så så lämna(de) den [= ? han] sin ballong
(.) och (.) hjälpte honom, men då så hade ballongen &ähm och då så hitta(de),
då så var ballongen längst upp i trädet, så [= ? sen] pojken den försökte å [: att] ta
upp den, men, men då såg hunden lite (.) fiskar [!] (.) åt och den, och dom xx han
så sugen att &n, men så, men han kunde inte, men, men (.)
och sen, sen tog han den där då och hade massor och kom åt hela påsen, sen blev
han så glad xx pojken blev så glad att han fick tillbaks sin ballong men sen xx men
sen blev hunden xx så han åt upp alla, han tog bort allt från påsen.

‘once there was a little mouse that found a hole in the tree, and, and the tree was
giant hole, so then came a dog and it, and it looked very happy &eh
[EXP: can you speak a little louder, so that I can:::]
once there was a mouse and it found a hole in a little, little tree
that tree, it was so close, so it can, so it canned [: could] step into it, but then
and then, then when the mouse holded [: held] back, then the dog ran xx, and
the mouse xx, and then &hhh, and it, and it got very, and &de and then the boy
comes along with his balloon (.) but then when it/he saw that &mm it got bumped
in the little hole, so, so, so he left his balloon (.) and (.) helped him, but then the
balloon had &uhm and then found, then the balloon was up high in the tree, so
the boy tried to take it up, but, but then the dog saw some (.) fishes (.) ate and it,
and they xx he so keen that &n, but then, but he could not, but, but (.) and then,
then he took that one there and had lots and got at the whole bag, then he got so
happy xx the boy got so happy that he got back his balloon but then xx but then
the dog got xx so he ate up all, he took all from the bag.’
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It is difficult to discern a common pattern in the background of the six high-
performing 4-year-olds. Two of them, one from a high SES and one from a very low
SES family, have a L1-Swedish-speaking parent and receive extensive Swedish input
at home and also spend unusually many hours at preschool (45−48 h/week, BiTur4-
03, BiTur4-05). With this much Swedish input, it is not surprising that these two
children’s Swedish narrative skills are advanced for their age. The other four 4-year-
old top performers (BiTur4-08, BiTur4-10, BiTur4-28, BiTur4-30) have a different
family background altogether: they grew up with two Turkish-L1 parents or
Turkish/Kurdish-L1 parents who both speak mainly Turkish to the child, and their
SES is very low or middle-low. However, BiTur4-10 and BiTur4-30 are reported to
be early talkers, and three of the children have started preschool early (BiTur4-10
from age 1;0, BiTur4-03 and BiTur4-28 from age 2). Concerning age, the high-
performing youngsters are anywhere between 4;0 and 4;11 and do not cluster at the
older end of their age group, even though a clear effect of age on character
introduction performance was found for the entire sample (Section 5.4). When
considering Swedish vocabulary production, none of the six children score
extremely low; their scores range from low to high (20–47/60; Mage4 = 25.4). At the
individual level, in order to perform tops for character introduction, a high CLT
score is not a prerequisite, even though vocabulary production did turn out to be the
strongest predictor of character introduction at group level (recall Section 5.4).

Concerning the top-scoring 4-year-olds’ narratives, the following can be noted.
Their narratives vary from short (e.g. TNW = 42 for BiTur4-03 or TNW = 56 for
BiTur4-30; see (3) above) to very long (e.g. TNW = 211 for BiTur4-05; see (4)
above). It is thus possible to score at ceiling for character introduction with a short
narrative. A few of the top-performing 4-year-olds employ standard fairytale
opening phrases to introduce the first character (e.g. det var en gång en katt ‘there
was once upon a time a cat’, en gång var det en liten mus ‘once upon a time there was
a little mouse’), indicating familiarity with common fictional storytelling formats.
However, other children who score at ceiling for character introduction do not use
such phrases (see e.g. (3)). Some of the high-scoring 4-year-olds produce complex
syntactic structures such as clefts and relative clauses to introduce characters (e.g.
det är en katt som ser en fjäril ‘there is a cat that sees a butterfly’), which indicates a
good command of morphosyntax (e.g. BiTur4-05). Yet other top-scoring 4-year-
olds narrate with very simple utterances (e.g. BiTur4-30) and many non-targetlike
inflections, so advanced syntactic skills cannot be a prerequisite for doing well on
character introduction. What unites the high-performing 4-year-olds is that they all
narrate a story in some sort of chronological order consisting of several events. These
stories can be quite short and strictly sequential with clear introduction,
reintroduction, and maintenance of referents.11 However, the stories may also be
longer and jump back and forth slightly in the chain of events (see (4)), so that
reintroduction and maintenance of characters are not always communicated clearly
to the listener, whilst the introduction of characters is clear.

Let us now move on to those 4-year-olds who score remarkably low on character
introduction (BiTur4-06, BiTur4-14, BiTur4-14), only 2 or 3 points (recall that the
age group mean is 5.83).12 These low performers started preschool shortly before age
2, but otherwise have quite heterogeneous backgrounds, growing up in families with
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a wide range of SES (from very low to very high), with two L1-Turkish-speaking
parents, two Kurdish/Turkish-speaking parents, or one L1-Turkish parent and one
L1-Swedish parent. What unites the low-scoring 4-year-olds, however, is that they
seem to be unable to narrate a sequence of events. Even when repeatedly prompted
by the experimenter, these children struggle to comply (see (5) and (6)). They
mention only one character in the form of labelling or picture description, with a
simple nominal phrase hunden (‘the dog’) or en hund (‘a dog’), whereas other
characters are not mentioned at all, resulting in a very low score. Alternatively, one
or two characters are referred to but in a very vague manner, with a personal or
deictic pronoun (e.g. den ‘it’, den där ‘that (one)’), which is lexically uninformative
and discourse-pragmatically inappropriate as the listener cannot see the pictures.
Verbal production by these children is minimal, with very few words (e.g.
TNW = 19 for BiTur4-06, compared to the age group mean of 72.42 words).
Utterances are very short and simple, often rudimentary, or consist of formulaic
chunks; for instance, one child repeatedly says jag kan inte ‘I can’t’, inte kan ‘can’t’,
another starts counting numbers. In sum, the MAIN productions of these low-
performing 4-year-olds are not really narratives. Two examples are given in (5)−(6),
with English translations. What also unites the low-scoring 4-year-olds is that they have
very low Swedish CLT vocabulary production scores (8−16/60, cf. Mage4 = 25.4).13 It is
likely that these children’s Swedish language skills are so limited that they are unable to
verbally convey story events and characters. It is also possible that these children do not
fully understand what is happening in the story or do not interpret the picture sequence
as a story. The very same 4-year-olds who perform lowest on character introduction are
also the ones who score lowest on inferential story comprehension (i.e. 0, 1 or 2 points
out of 10, cf. Mage4 = 5.9) (not reported here, see Bohnacker et al. 2020b).14

(5) BiTur4-06, age 4;0, Dog story (2/9 points)

hunden kom xx trädet.
[EXP: ja vad gjorde hunden?]
&mm (.) xx.
[EXP: ah tror du kan berätta, du kan berätta det du det du ser bara, vad händer
med hunden (.) vad gör hunden (.) du vet inte?]
[CHI shakes head]
[EXP: vad händer sen då?]
hunden gåe [: går].
sen hunden fädet [: trädet].
sen hund (.) så där [CHI imitates that the dog is salivating]
sen hund äta mat (.) äta.

‘the dog came xx the tree
[EXP: yes what did the dog do?]
&mm. xx.
[EXP: oh do you think you can tell, you can tell me just what you, what you
see, what happens with the dog (.) what does the dog do (.) you don’t know?]
[CHI shakes head]
[EXP: what happens then?]
the dog go [: go(es)]
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then the dog the tree.
then dog (.) like this [CHI imitates that the dog is salivating]
then dog eat food (.) eat.’

(6) BiTur4-13, age 4;3, Cat story (3/9 points)

&mm &eh &mm (.) &eh så där spring, den också spring, den också, så där.
xx. där, där, vad händer, en två tre fyra fem sex. [CHI starts counting]
[EXP: ah, vad duktig du var på att räkna, ser du vad som händer på bilderna då?]
&mm barn där gå.
[EXP: du kommer inte på nånting (..) vill du berätta lite vad som händer?]
nej, jag vill ha en gång till den, en gång till den. [CHI points to picture 3]
[EXP: jaha men då kanske du kan berätta för mig vad du ser på bilderna här?]
jag vet inte.

‘&mm &eh &mm (.) &eh like this run, this also run, this also, like this.
xx. there, there, what happens, one two three four five six.
[EXP: oh, you’re good at counting, can you see what’s happening in the
pictures then?]
&mm child there go.
[EXP: you can’t think of anything (..) do you want to tell (me) a little what’s
happening?]
no, I want once more this, once more this. [CHI points to picture 3]
[EXP: well but perhaps you can tell me what you see in the pictures there?]
I don’t know.’

Let us now consider the low scorers amongst the older children, three 6-year-olds
and two 7-year-olds (BiTur6-04, BiTur6-14, BiTur6-16, BiTur7-22, BiTur7-25),
who score 4, 5, or 6 points. This is higher than the low-performing 4-year-olds (2 or
3 points), but still notably lower than their age group mean (8 points at age 7).
Unlike the low-performing 4-year-olds discussed earlier, the older children do
narrate sequences of events in chronological order and thus tell a (simple) story, and
they do introduce characters with lexical NPs. However, their first mentions are
non-targetlike, as they are either definite NPs (e.g. katten ‘the cat’) that are
grammatical in form but discourse-pragmatically inappropriate, or bare singular
nouns without an indefinite article (e.g. fjäril sovde ‘butterfly sleeped/slept’, BiTur6-
04) which are ungrammatical in Swedish but could be due to crosslinguistic
influence from Turkish, where new characters, at least according to some sources,
can be introduced with a bare noun, as has also been documented by narrative
corpus data (e.g. Küntay 2002). The older low-scoring children’s narratives are often
short. Either the child omits one episode (and one character) of the story, which
results in a lower score, or the child’s utterances are very simple, with non-targetlike
lexicon and grammar. Two examples are provided in (7)−(8), with English
translations below.

(7) BiTur6-14, age 6;7, Cat story (4/9 points)

katten blir arg.
och den springer men den fastnar i trä(d) &ähm i buskarna.
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ja &äh och när sen den fastnar (.) den andra den fastnar
och sen kommer pojken, hans boll har ramlat på vatten.
och katten den blir jätteglad.
pojken tar sin boll, och sen lägger han bollen på sin hand och katten äter alla fisk.

‘the cat gets angry
and it runs but it gets stuck in tree &uhm in the bushes
yes &eh and when then it gets stuck (.) the other it gets stuck
and then the boy comes, his ball has fallen on water
and the cat it gets very happy
the boy takes his ball, and then he puts the ball on his hand and the cat eats all fish.’

(8) BiTur7-25, age 7;8, Dog story (6/9 points)

Hunden ska jaga (.) musen.
musen spräng [: sprang] in i (..) trädet, hunden jaga musen.
(.) hunden (.) &m krockade på &s (.) på trädet.
och sen (.) ballongen flyger till (.) trädet, och sen (.)
och sen ballongen fastnade &f till &f (.) &ehm (.) trädet, killen kan inte ta.
killen hoppade, och sen killen fick ballongen.
och sen (.) killen &f tog &bo &eh ballongen, och sen (.) hunden äter korv.

‘the dog is going to chase (.) the mouse.
the mouse run [: ran] into (..) the tree, the dog chase the mouse
(.) the dog (.) &m crashed on &s (.) on the tree.
and then (.) the balloon flies to (.) the tree, and then (.)
and then the balloon got stuck &f to &f (.) &uhm (.) the tree, the boy cannot take
the boy jumped, and then the boy got the balloon.
and then (.) the boy &f took &bo &eh the balloon, and then (.) the dog eats
sausage.’

It is noteworthy that the older low-performing children never use pronouns for first
mentions (whilst some of the younger low-performing children do); the older
children are thus aware that characters need to be introduced lexically for a listener
who cannot see the pictures. However, it is also striking that the older low-
performing children do not produce a single instance of an indefinite NP. Instead,
they either use bare nouns or a noun with a definite suffix. The group results
reported in Section 5.2, where character introductions predominantly take the
(targetlike) form of indefinite NPs by age 6 and 7, thus hide the fact that there are
some older children who do not produce any indefinite articles.

These older low-performing children do not score extremely low on Swedish
vocabulary production, but range from low to close to the mean (BiTur6-04: 25;
BiTur6-14: 41; BiTur6-16: 26; cf. Mage6 = 39.8; BiTur7-22: 43; BiTur7-25: 42; cf.
Mage7 = 42.1).15 Concerning their backgrounds, all of the older low-performing
children grow up in low-middle SES families with two Turkish-L1 parents who both
speak Turkish to the child (just like the majority of children in our sample). However,
what sets the older low performers apart is that they started Swedish preschool
exceptionally late, at the age of 4 or 5 (i.e. much later than the sample mean of 23
months). It is thus plausible that the low performance of these older children may be
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due to relatively short exposure to Swedish, even though this did not turn out to be a
significant predictor in the multivariate analysis for the entire sample.

To sum up, a more detailed look at high-performing and low-performing
children suggests that the effects of age and expressive vocabulary scores on
character introduction scores may be mediated at the individual level by other
factors. In particular, there appears to be a qualitative difference between the low
performers at age 4 and the low performers at age 6−7. Young low-performing
children may use pronouns for character introduction (which older children never
do), and their non-target or omitted character introductions go hand in hand with
very limited Swedish language skills (as shown in their rudimentary utterances and
extremely low vocabulary scores). By contrast, older low-performing children never
use pronouns for character introductions but always lexical NPs, even though they
do not mark these lexical NPs morphologically as indefinite. The lack of indefinite
articles in the older low performers’ Swedish narratives, which indicates a delay in
the acquisition of the Swedish referential system, may be linked to the referential
system of Turkish as well as to the late and limited exposure to Swedish these
children have received (due to exceptionally late preschool starts in this group).

6. Discussion and conclusion
The present study investigated character introductions in a larger cross-sectional
sample of oral narratives by Turkish/Swedish bilinguals aged 4 to 7 (N = 100)
and from age 4 to 6 in a smaller longitudinal sample (N = 10). We analysed the
development with age (RQ1) and how language exposure and proficiency affect
children’s use of referring expressions for character introduction, with a focus on
referential appropriateness (RQ2). Finally, we carried out a qualitative analysis to find
out what characterises particularly high- and low-performing children (RQ3). We
expected to find an increase with age in referential appropriateness and especially
concerning the use of indefinite NPs, effects of language proficiency and exposure, as
well as a possible delay in the Turkish/Swedish bilinguals regarding the systematic use of
overtly marked indefinite NPs for character introduction in Swedish, due to differences
in the referential systems. Our predictions were partially borne out.

Concerning the answer to RQ1, the analysis showed a significant effect of age on
the child’s referential appropriateness in the cross-sectional sample, as predicted.
From age 4 to age 7, the children’s proportions of indefinite NPs increase from
around 30% to almost 70%, with a corresponding decrease in the use of pronouns,
bare nouns, and definite NPs. This pattern is largely replicated in the longitudinal
study from age 4 to 6. With respect to a possible delay in the Turkish/Swedish
bilinguals’ use of appropriate referring expressions to introduce story characters,
comparisons with results from previous studies of Swedish-speaking children that
used the same stimuli as the present study are illuminating. Figure 4 places our
results next to results from German/Swedish bilinguals and Swedish monolinguals
(Lindgren 2018a, Lindgren 2018b). This comparison makes it clear that there are
similar patterns in all three groups: we see higher proportions of indefinite NPs and
lower proportions of other types of expressions, especially pronouns and bare nouns
in the older groups. We also see that the Turkish/Swedish group is behind in terms
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of proportions of indefinite NPs, but with respect to the use of pronouns and bare
nouns, they show the same patterns as the other groups.

We also compared our longitudinal results with the results from Vogels &
Lindgren (2022), the only other longitudinal study of types of referring expressions
used for character introductions in Swedish (Figure 5). Here, we also see similar
developmental patterns, but again lower percentages of indefinite NPs in the
Turkish/Swedish group than in the Swedish monolinguals.16

So, what are the possible explanations for the slower rate of development in the
Turkish/Swedish group? The protracted overuse of definite NPs (hunden ‘the dog’)
instead of indefinite NPs (en hund ‘a dog’) for character introduction could indicate
that the children narrate from their own viewpoint and do not sufficiently take into
account the perspective of the listener (who cannot see the pictures as they can).
However, such an ‘egocentric’ cognitive explanation (recall Section 1) clashes with
the finding that the Turkish/Swedish children rarely introduce characters with
pronouns, i.e. reduced, underinformative forms that are infelicitous in the absence
of shared common ground.17 The proportion of such pronouns is low (12.5% at age

Figure 4. Types of referring expressions used for character introduction in MAIN Cat/Dog, comparison for
cross-sectional data: German/Swedish bilinguals (Lindgren, 2018b), Turkish/Swedish bilinguals (the
present study), and Swedish monolinguals (Lindgren 2018a, Lindgren 2018b).

Figure 5. Types of referring expressions used for character introduction in MAIN Cat/Dog, comparison for
longitudinal data: Turkish/Swedish bilinguals (present study) and Swedish monolinguals (Vogels &
Lindgren 2022).
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4, 0% by age 6 in the longitudinal data, and 0% by age 7 in the cross-sectional data)
and on a par with monolingual Swedish peers (11.4% at age 4, 1.4% at age 6). The
underuse of indefinite NPs for character introductions in our sample is therefore
unlikely to be linked to a lack of addressee-friendly perspective taking.

Under the influence of Turkish, we might also have seen some use of bare
nouns (e.g. *det var hund ‘there was dog’, *hund ville fånga mus ‘dog wanted to
catch mouse’) (recall Section 2). However, we found no evidence of such direct
crosslinguistic influence: The proportions of bare nouns for character introduction are
very low (0−10.9%) and similar to the proportions found in monolingual Swedish-
speaking children (0−10%). By age 7, the Turkish/Swedish bilinguals do not produce
any bare nouns, yet their proportion of indefinite NPs is lower than those of Swedish
monolingual and German/Swedish bilingual 6-year-olds. Since German/Swedish
bilinguals perform similarly to Swedish monolinguals, the lower performance of the
Turkish/Swedish bilinguals is not an effect of bilingualism in itself. It is conceivable that
our findings can be explained by the Turkish/Swedish bilinguals having to struggle
more with the acquisition of the Swedish referential system, as it differs from the
Turkish system. Recall that new referents such as character introductions are overtly
marked for indefiniteness in Swedish, whereas there appears to be optionality with
regard to such morphological marking of indefiniteness in Turkish (see Section 2).

However, we would like to offer another possible explanation, which is supported
by our results with respect to the answer to RQ2, namely language proficiency. In
our study, the child’s language proficiency (expressive vocabulary measured on an
independent vocabulary task) significantly affected their ability to introduce
characters appropriately, and this was an even stronger predictor than the child’s
age. From previous studies (Lindgren 2018b, Bohnacker et al. 2020a) investigating
these children’s vocabulary, we know that the Turkish/Swedish group has lower
language proficiency than Swedish monolinguals, and, since language skills do
influence the ability to select discourse-appropriate referring expressions (see
Andreou et al. 2015), the lower results of the Turkish/Swedish bilinguals on
referential appropriateness in our study are not surprising. The clear effect of
Swedish expressive vocabulary on character introductions in the present study is in
stark contrast to Lindgren et al.’s (2022) results for German/Swedish bilinguals,
where there was no measurable effect of expressive vocabulary on character
introductions. There are a number of possible explanations for these diverging
outcomes. First, they could be due to methodological differences between the two
studies. Although the stimulus and elicitation procedure were the same, as was the
measure of expressive vocabulary, the dependent variable was not: Lindgren et al.
(2022) investigated the use of indefinite NPs, whereas our dependent variable was
Schneider & Hayward’s (2010) character introduction score, a measure of referential
appropriateness that may be more sensitive to effects of language proficiency.
Another explanation for the diverging results could be differences in sample sizes
and/or ages (20 4-year-olds and 20 6-year-olds in Lindgren et al. vs. 100 4-to-7-year-
olds in the present study). However, we also believe that a large part of the
explanation lies in the range of vocabulary scores, which is much wider in the
Turkish/Swedish group, especially regarding the minimum scores. The lack of an
effect in the German/Swedish group may have been due to their overall high scores
on expressive vocabulary, which is connected to the large number of words that are
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shared between these languages (see Lindgren & Bohnacker 2020). In neither group
was there a measurable effect of language exposure on character introduction.
However, not finding an effect of language exposure within our Turkish/Swedish-
speaking group does not mean that exposure plays no role. Growing up with more
than one language, our participants necessarily receive less input in Swedish than
their monolingual peers and it is conceivable that this influences their character
introductions. Our results with respect to the effect of language skills (vocabulary)
are similar to those of Andreou et al. (2015) for Greek/German bilinguals, but
Andreou and colleagues did find an effect of exposure, whilst we did not. This
difference could be explained by the differences in the input measures used.
Andreou et al. (2015) found an effect of early literacy input, a measure that is both
more specific and more closely connected to the activity of storytelling than
our more general language input measures. Additionally, Andreou et al. (2015)
investigated story retelling, whereas our study used the storytelling method, and
their participants were older than ours, 8–12-year-olds compared to 4–7-year-olds
(they did not include age as a factor in their analysis). Andreou et al.’s participants
also grew up in two different contexts, Germany and Greece, meaning that the
differences in input patterns between individual children were likely larger than for
our bilinguals, who all grew up in the same majority language context. The
difference between our results and theirs may be due to one or several of these
differences in participants and methodology.

In the present study, narrative length was included as a control variable but not
found to have any significant effect on the character introduction score once the
child’s age and language proficiency are taken into account. Even with a very short
narrative, it is possible to score at ceiling for character introduction, as shown in our
qualitative analysis of narratives by high-performing 4-year-olds. However, being
able to express some basic narrative structure, such as a sequence of several events,
seems to be linked to appropriate character introductions, providing an answer to
our RQ3 about characteristics of high- and low-performing children. At age 4,
difficulties with character introduction may also be linked to low performance on
story comprehension, in addition to low language proficiency. By contrast, the older
low-scoring children mainly show an inappropriate use of the definite article. This
could be due to problems with assessing the listener’s informational needs in a
situation which is demanding for them because of difficulties in expressing
themselves (their narratives are often short, and they do not score high on the
vocabulary task, pointing to relatively limited language proficiency). The problems
regarding character introduction found in the older low performers could also be
due to incomplete acquisition of the article system in Swedish.18

In sum, the present study of character introductions in narratives by Turkish/
Swedish-speaking children aged 4−7 has shown an overuse of definite markers and
an underuse of indefinite marking in Swedish. Interestingly, there was next to no
overuse of (Turkish-style) bare nouns for the group as a whole, and thus not much
evidence for direct crosslinguistic influence from the children’s L1 in this domain.
For a few, older, children with late and short exposure to Swedish, there were
indications of a delayed development of the Swedish referential system, which may
be linked to possible crosslinguistic influence from the L1 Turkish, as these children
did not produce any indefinite articles in their Swedish narrations.
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Despite the typological differences in the Turkish and Swedish referential
systems, the overall patterns and developmental trajectories in the speech of
Turkish/Swedish children were similar to those of other bilingual and (younger)
monolingual Swedish-speaking children, albeit with some delay. We also found
considerable variation between individual children, where some 4-year-olds
performed at ceiling, whilst a few 7-year-olds did not. Our multivariate analysis
showed that age and language proficiency (expressive vocabulary as measured on a
separate test) were the factors that predicted referential appropriateness of character
introductions particularly well. Length of exposure was not a significant predictor
when other variables were controlled for, though our qualitative analysis suggests
that older low-performing children may introduce characters inappropriately
because they have not fully acquired the Swedish article system, which could be
related to late and limited exposure (e.g. late preschool starts). Our statistical model
explained 39.4% of the variation in the character introduction score; other factors thus
play a role as well. Some such factors might be working memory and non-verbal IQ, as
well as aspects of language exposure that we did not measure such as specific measures
of the child’s familiarity with the (fictional) narrative genre and storytelling in the home
or at (pre)school. Future studies could profitably include suchmeasures, in order to gain
an even fuller picture of factors influencing children’s acquisition of appropriate
character introductions than the one offered by the present study. It is our hope that our
study will be the starting point of such a line of research.
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Notes
1 Bilinguals here include both simultaneous bilinguals and successive bilinguals (early child L2 learners).
2 Similarly, Knopp (2019), investigating 10–12-year-old Greek/German and Greek/English bilinguals,
found that language dominance, which is connected both to input and language proficiency, had an
influence on the adequacy of referring expressions in referent reintroduction and maintenance.
3 Lindgren (2018a) studied the same participants as well as six additional ones and divided them into three
age groups, 4-, 5-, and 6-year-olds.
4 For the intricate interactions of morphological marking, word order, modality, and context regarding the
interpretation of referents in Turkish, see e.g. Göksel & Kerslake (2005:Ch.22).
5 For a more detailed description of the participants, see Bohnacker, Lindgren and Öztekin (2022), where
language aspects other than character introductions are investigated.
6 Children in Sweden normally attend preschool from age 1−2 to age 5−6, followed by one year of
‘preschool class’ to prepare them for school proper. At age 7, they start grade 1 of primary school.
7 In the first episode of the Cat story, a cat wants to catch a butterfly and jumps towards the butterfly but
gets stuck in a bush (in the Dog story, a dog wants to catch a mouse, runs after it but bumps into a tree
trunk). The second episode starts when a boy carrying a ball and a bucket of fish (or in Dog, a balloon and a
bag of sausages) comes along and sees the cat/dog and butterfly/mouse. Surprised, the boy accidentally
drops his ball, which rolls into the water (or lets go of his balloon, which flies away and gets caught in the
branches of a tree), and tries to get it back. In the third episode, the cat/dog sees the fish in the bucket (or the
bag of sausages) that the boy put down on the ground, and decides to steal them. In the end, the cat/dog
takes the fish/sausages and eats them. Meanwhile, the boy manages to retrieve his ball/balloon and is happy
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about that. He has not yet realised that the cat/dog has stolen his fish/sausages. The MAIN materials are
available from https://main.leibniz-zas.de/.
8 Two different stories were used since the same tasks were administered in both languages and stories were
therefore counter-balanced across languages; always using one story in one language may lead to a confound
between effect of language and effects of stimuli.
9 The data and the R-scripts used for the analyses are available at https://osf.io/gj9dn/.
10 The child productions contain many non-adultlike morphological forms and lexical choices: (.) and (..)
indicate short and longer pauses; xx indicates unintelligible words; & marks hesitation noises or partially
unintelligible words. EXP stands for experimenter, CHI for child.
11 See e.g. the referential chains in BiTur4-30’s narrative (3): en katt ‘a cat’> katten ‘the cat’> kattens svans
‘the cat’s tail’ > katten ‘the cat’ > katten ‘the cat’; en fjäril ‘a butterfly’ > fjärilen ‘the butterfly’; en gubbe ‘a
guy’ > gubben ‘the guy’ > gubbens boll ‘the guy’s ball’ > gubben ‘the guy’.
12 One 5-year-old (BiTur5-09) also scores extremely low for character introduction, 2 points (age group
mean 6.86), and behaves similarly to the low-scoring 4-year-olds. BiTur5-09 was born in Turkey, and we
lack information on Swedish preschool attendance.
13 This also holds for the one exceptionally low-scoring 5-year-old BiTur5-09, whose CLT production
score is very low, 16/60.
14 The MAIN protocol (Gagarina et al. 2019) includes 10 scripted inferential comprehension questions
targeting the goals and internal states of story characters (e.g. why a character carries out a certain action,
and how a character is feeling). Once the child has told the story, s/he looks at the picture sequence together
with the experimenter and is asked the questions. Unlike many of their age-peers, the above-mentioned low-
performing 4-year-olds were unable to correctly answer basic questions such as Varför hoppar pojken upp
här? (why does the boy jump up here; intended answer, ‘to get his balloon’), and instead answered, e.g. han
gå där ‘he go there’ (BiTur4-06).
15 In contrast to the young low performers, the older low performers show good story comprehension, as
shown by their narrative comprehension scores (BiTur6-04: 7; BiTur6-14: 8; BiTur6-16: 10; BiTur7-22: 7;
BiTur7-25: 10; cf. Mage6 = 8.6, Mage7 = 8.7); not reported here, see Bohnacker et al. (2020b).
16 Performance in the monolinguals does not increase from T2 (5;10) to T3 (7;4); this may be an effect of
repeated testing with the same story (see Vogels & Lindgren 2022:737−738). The lower percentage of
indefinite NPs at T2 in the longitudinal Turkish/Swedish group, when compared to the 6-year-old cross-
sectional sample (51.9% vs. 66.2%), could conceivably also be an effect of repeated testing.
17 A reviewer has suggested that the lack of pronouns might also be due to a transfer of language habits
from L1 Turkish. As third person pronouns (o ‘he/she/it’) are not specified for gender in Turkish, the use of
pronouns for character introduction would be even more severely underinformative than in Swedish.
18 Not unlike in younger Swedish-speaking monolinguals, who have been found to master indefinite
articles later than definiteness marking; recall Section 2.
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