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This study addresses how elicitation modes and socio-demographic factors
influence narrative macrostructure understanding in 5-year-old Vietnamese-
speaking children. A convenience sampling of 311 typically developing
children were assessed using the multilingual assessment instrument for
narratives (MAIN). Narrative comprehension was evaluated through 10
standardized questions for both retelling (cat story) and storytelling (baby
goats story) modes. Findings revealed a significant advantage for retelling
(M=7.21, SD=2.31) over storytelling (M=5.73, SD=2.50; p<.001),
highlighting the role of linguistic scaffolding. While children mastered
identifying character goals, challenges remained in explaining internal states
and making causal inferences. Narrative comprehension was independent of
gender, location, and general communication skills, but significantly
influenced by maternal education level (p<.05). Vietnamese narrative
development follows universal patterns, yet deep comprehension is shaped
by specific environmental inputs. This study establishes a normative
baseline for narrative skills within the Vietnamese preschool curriculum and
provides a validated tool for speech and language therapists to facilitate
early identification and targeted interventions.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Narrative comprehension serves as a foundational pillar for academic success [1], acting as a critical
bridge between oral language development and later literacy [2]. In Vietnam, the necessity of investigating
this skill is underscored by the current pedagogical framework. While the Vietnam National Development
Standards for 5-year-old children [3] emphasize broad language competencies (from Standards 11 to 14) such
as index 31 on comprehending simple information, they remain relatively broad and do not explicitly specify
narrative comprehension as a distinct cognitive-linguistic construct. Furthermore, preschool curricula
emphasize language and communication, yet narrative comprehension, the ability to understand story
structure, causal links and character motivations, is not explicitly assessed [4]. Without clear benchmarks,
teachers and therapists lack tools to identify children at risk of language delays.
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To address these gaps, global research utilizes standardized frameworks such as the multilingual
assessment instrument for narratives (MAIN) [5]-[7]. Recent cross-linguistic studies demonstrate that while
5-year-olds typically begin to master story macrostructure, reaching a milestone where they correctly answer
60-70% of comprehension questions, they continue to struggle with more abstract causal inferences [8].
According to Bohnacker and Gagarina [8], children at this age successfully infer transparent, concrete goals
early on; however, explaining internal states as reactions to complex plotlines remains a later achievement.
Crucially, research across various language groups, such as Finnish, Dutch, and German, indicates that
elicitation modality significantly impacts performance, with children often achieving higher comprehension
accuracy in retelling tasks, where an auditory model is provided, compared to storytelling tasks that require
independent generation [7]. This suggests that while basic narrative comprehension is largely acquired by
age five, the ability to process “distant” events and abstract motivations represents a continuing
developmental challenge. Lindgren and Bohnacker [9] highlight that age and language exposure significantly
impact inferential comprehension, while further research suggests that narrative comprehension is
a multidimensional process involving working memory and vocabulary, following a universal developmental
hierarchy regardless of specific language typologies [10]-[13].

Despite the growing body of international research, there is a significant lack of large-scale
normative data on narrative comprehension among Vietnamese preschoolers, leaving educators without
evidence-based standards to evaluate and support early narrative development. Furthermore, without detailed
benchmarks, educators and clinicians cannot accurately determine if a child’s narrative difficulties stem from
a lack of exposure or a genuine developmental language disorder (DLD) [14], [15]. This gap is particularly
critical for the emerging speech and language therapy profession in Vietnam, which currently lacks
standardized instruments to support data-driven early identification and intervention [16], [17].

This study is the first to establish a normative baseline for narrative comprehension in Vietnamese
5-year-old children, providing empirical data to supplement national preschool standards. The specific aims
of this study are: i) to evaluate the narrative comprehension levels of typically developing 5-year-old
Vietnamese children using the MAIN framework; ii) to compare performance across different elicitation
modes (retelling vs. storytelling); and iii) to determine the influence of socio-demographic factors, such as
maternal education and geographic location, on these skills.

Employing a cross-sectional design with a convenience sample of 311 children, this study utilizes
the Vietnamese version of the MAIN tool to assess macrostructure understanding. The primary novelty of
this manuscript lies in its status as the first study to establish a normative baseline for curriculum
development and speech-language therapy practice in narrative comprehension in 5-year-old Vietnamese
preschoolers. By positioning these findings within the international literature on cross-linguistic narrative
development, this study contributes a granular understanding of narrative proficiency that can support the
refinement of early childhood language assessments and intervention strategies in Vietnam.

The theoretical significance of this research lies in its verification of universal narrative
development patterns within a tonal syllabic language like Vietnamese. Practically, the findings benefit
educators, educational curriculum designers, and policymakers by providing a specific framework for index
31 of the 5-year-old national standards [3], [4]. Furthermore, it offers clinicians a validated assessment
procedure, ensuring that children at risk for language delays receive early, accurate support based on
evidence-based benchmarks rather than general observations.

2. METHOD
2.1. Present participants

This study adopted a descriptive, cross-sectional design to provide a normative baseline for narrative
comprehension within the Vietnamese context. A convenience sampling technique was employed to recruit
participants from six urban and six rural preschools across three provinces in Vietnam. While the sampling
aimed for geographic diversity, the cohort primarily represented the Kinh ethnic group. Prior to data
collection, informed written consent was obtained from parents and teachers, and verbal assent was secured
from each child participant in a child-friendly manner.

Strict inclusion and exclusion criteria were applied to ensure data robustness. Participants were
included if they: i) were aged 5 years; ii) were currently enrolled in a kindergarten program; iii) belonged to
the Kinh ethnic group with Vietnamese as their first language; and iv) demonstrated typical development,
defined as having communication scores within the “white zone” of the ages and stages questionnaires, third
edition (ASQ-3) [18]. Conversely, children were excluded if they: i) had a documented history of a disability
(e.g., autism spectrum disorders, intellectual disabilities, or hearing/visual impairment); ii) were exposed to
a second language for more than 20% of their daily time; or iii) failed to complete both narrative tasks.
The final sample consisted of 311 typically developing children (Mag=64.7 months, SD=3.46, range: 58-73
months). The cohort included 188 children (60.5%) in the 5;0-5;5 age group and 123 children (39.5%) in the
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5;6-5;11 age group. Demographic distribution involved 169 females (54.3%) and 142 males (45.7%), with
167 residents from urban areas (53.7%) and 144 from rural areas (46.3%), as seen in Table 1.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for narrative comprehension scores across stories and demographic groups
Cat (retelling)  Goats (storytelling)  Overall average

0,
Group N (%) M SD M SD M SD
Total sample 311 721 231 573 2.50 1294 403
Gender Female 169 (54.3) 736 229 575 2.53 1311 4.04
Male 142 (45.7) 7.04 232 570 235 12.74 403
Region Urban  167(53.7) 7.09 250  5.80 247 12.89 401

Rural 144 (46.3) 735 238 5.64 243 1299  4.08
Age group  5;0-5;5 188 (60.5) 7.04 231 5.59 2.46 12.63 4.11
5:6-5;11 123 (39.5) 748  2.28 5.93 243 13.41 3.89

2.2. Instruments

Narrative samples were collected using the Vietnamese version of the MAIN [19], [20] with the
official permission of the authors. The cat and baby goats story sequences were selected for this study.
According to the MAIN manual, the retelling mode involves providing the story photo sequence, telling the
story to the child and then asking 10 standardized comprehension questions. The storytelling mode involves
providing the story photo sequence and asking the child to answer 10 standardized questions. The 10
comprehension questions per story target three core macrostructure components: the characters’ goals
(questions 1, 4 and 7), internal state reactions (questions 2, 5 and 8), and causal explanations (questions 3, 6,
and 9), with an additional question (question 10) assessing the child’s ability to make global story inferences.
Each sub-component (goals, internal states, and explanations) yields a maximum score of three points,
allowing for a total comprehension score of 10 per story.

2.3. Procedure

Participants who met the inclusion criteria were invited to provide MAIN narrative comprehension
samples. The retelling mode was used for the cat story, and the storytelling mode was used for the baby goats
story. For each story, child participants were asked 10 questions immediately after the retelling (cat story) or
storytelling (baby goats story) task. All responses were audio-recorded using a Zoom H1n recorder to ensure
accuracy for subsequent scoring. The recorded responses were transcribed and scored independently by two
native Vietnamese speech and language therapists. Each correct answer was assigned 1 point, while incorrect
or missing answers received 0 points, resulting in a maximum comprehension score of 10 per story.
Statistical analyses were performed using SPSS (version 26.0).

Descriptive statistics, including means and standard deviations, were calculated to determine the
overall narrative comprehension proficiency of the 5-year-old Vietnamese cohort (research aim 1).
Subsequently, to examine the associations between comprehension scores and story components (goals and
internal states), stimuli modes (retelling and storytelling), and inference types (research aim 2), paired-sample
t-tests, and repeated-measures analysis of variance (ANOVA) were conducted. Finally, Pearson correlation
coefficients were utilized to evaluate the relationship between MAIN comprehension scores and the ASQ-3
communication domain scores (research aim 3). Furthermore, independent-sample t-tests were used to
compare scores across gender, age group (5;0-5;5 and 5;6-5;11), and regions (urban and rural). A multiple
linear regression analysis was also performed to identify which demographic factors (i.e., maternal education
level) and child-related variables served as the strongest predictors of narrative comprehension performance
in this population.

To maintain high data quality and minimize scoring bias, the following control techniques were
implemented. First, a unified administration protocol was followed for all participants. Second, all research
assistants received comprehensive training prior to data collection. Third, data collection sessions were
monitored by onsite supervisors. Fourth, narrative samples were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim
before analysis. The transcription and scoring were conducted by two independent native Vietnamese speech
and language therapists, and the inter-rater reliability for the comprehension scores reached a high level of
agreement, exceeding 95%.

3. RESULTS
3.1. General narrative comprehension proficiency

The internal consistency of the MAIN comprehension questions was evaluated using Cronbach’s
alpha. The analysis yielded coefficients of .705 for the cat story and .703 for the baby goats story,
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respectively. These values indicated acceptable reliability for a narrative comprehension instrument of this
length and complexity in the early childhood population.

As shown in Table 1, children performed noticeably better in the retelling mode (cat story: M=7.21,
SD=2.31) compared to the storytelling mode (baby goats story: M=5.73, SD=2.50). Descriptive statistics
across demographic subgroups revealed a relatively consistent performance. Females achieved slightly higher
scores (M=13.11, SD=4.04) than males (M=12.74, SD=4.03). Regarding regional distribution, children in
urban (M=12.89, SD=4.01) and rural areas (M=12.99, SD=4.08) showed nearly identical overall proficiency.
In terms of age, the older cohort (5;6-5;11) demonstrated higher average scores (M=13.41, SD=3.89)
compared to the younger group (5;0-5;5, M=12.63, SD=4.38), suggesting a developmental progression in
narrative understanding during the sixth year of life.

To further investigate the difficulty level of specific narrative elements, an item analysis was
conducted, as shown in Figure 1. In the cat story (retelling), children showed the highest success rates in
identifying internal states as reactions (question 2: 82.3%, question 5: 82%); whereas, the most challenging
item was explaining those internal states (question 9: 57.6%). In contrast, the baby goats story (storytelling)
appeared significantly more difficult, with success rates dropping across all categories. While the majority of
children could still identify the character's goals (question 4: 77.2%) and inferencing (question 10: 81.7%),
performance was lowest on questions requiring complex causal explanations (question 9: 28.6%). These
results indicate that while 5-year-old Vietnamese children are beginning to grasp story macrostructure, their
ability to verbalize causal links and internal motivations is highly dependent on the elicitation mode.
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Figure 1. Percentage of correct responses for MAIN narrative comprehension questions across cat (retelling)
and baby goats (storytelling) stories

3.2. Narrative components and elicitation modes

The elicitation modes significantly impacted performance across nearly all macrostructure
components, as seen in Table 2. Children achieved higher scores in the retelling mode (cat story) for goals,
reactions, and explanations. Notably, the most substantial drop between modes occurred in the internal states
as explanations category, which fell from M=2.09 (SD=.96) in retelling to M=1.33 (SD=1.01) in storytelling.
This suggested that while children could recognize causal explanations when provided with a model, they
struggled to generate these links independently. Conversely, a unique pattern emerged for Inferences, where
the children performed significantly better in the storytelling mode for the baby goats story (M=.82) than in
the retelling mode for the cat story (M=.59). This finding indicated that the ability to make inferences might
be less dependent on the linguistic model provided during retelling and more influenced by the specific visual
stimuli or the conceptual clarity of the inferential task within the goat sequence.

To determine if these observed differences were statistically significant, paired-samples #-tests were
conducted to compare children’s performance between the cat (retelling) and baby goat (storytelling) stories.
As shown in Table 3, the elicitation mode had a profound impact on comprehension scores across all
macrostructure components. Overall, children achieved significantly higher total scores in the retelling task
(M=7.21, SD=2.31) than in the storytelling task (M=5.73, SD=2.50), t(310)=10.37, p<.001. Notably,
differences between retelling and storytelling tasks showed a medium effect size (Cohen’s d=.59) confirming
the robustness of the scaffolding effect, as in Table 3.
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Table 2. Mean scores for narrative components by story
Cat (retelling)  Goat (storytelling)

Component

M (SD) M (SD)
Goals (questions 1, 4, and 7) (max score=3) 2.24 (.83) 1.85 (.90)
Internal states as reactions (questions 2, 5, and 8) (max score=3) 2.29 (.85) 1.73 (1.01)
Internal states as explanations (questions 3, 6, and 9) (max score=3) 2.09 (.96) 1.33(1.01)
Inferences (question 10) (max score=1) .59 (49) .82 (.39)

Table 3. Paired samples t-test results comparing Cat (retelling) and Goat (storytelling) components

Pair Component pairs Mean diff. t df p Cohen’s d
1 Total score (cat - goat) 1.48 10.37 310 <.001 .59 (medium)
2 Goals (questions 1, 4, and 7) .39 649 310 <.001 .37 (small)
3 Reactions (questions 2, 5, and 8) .56 9.79 310 <.001 .55 (medium)
4 Explanations (questions 3, 6, and 9) .76 11.82 310 <001 .67 (medium)
5 Inferences (question 10) -23 -6.59 310 <.001 -.37 (small)

A notable exception to the general trend of retelling superiority was found in the inference
component (question 10). Contrary to the other macrostructure tasks, children performed significantly better
in the storytelling mode for the baby goats story (M=.84, SD=.36) than in the retelling mode for the cat
story (M=.60, SD=.49), t(310)=-6.13, p<.001. This reversal suggested that inferential understanding in
5-year-old children might be more sensitive to specific visual cues and the conceptual clarity of the story
sequence rather than the elicitation mode itself. Specifically, the baby goats story in the MAIN tool contained
highly salient visual indicators of the characters' emotions and imminent conflict, which likely provided
sufficient perceptual scaffolding for children to make correct inferences even without a prior linguistic
model.

3.3. Relationships between narrative comprehension, developmental skills and demographic factors

The relationship between narrative comprehension and various developmental and demographic
factors were examined. Pearson correlation analyses revealed no significant relationship between total
narrative comprehension scores and general communication skills as measured by the ASQ-3 (r=.024,
p=.727). Similarly, no significant correlation was found between children's age in months and their narrative
performance (r=.027, p=.630). These results suggest that narrative macrostructure understanding in this
cohort is a specialized skill that remains relatively independent of broad developmental milestones and
age-related variations within the 5-year-old group. In addition, independent samples t-tests were conducted to
assess the impact of gender and geographic location on comprehension. The results showed no significant
differences in total comprehension scores based on gender (males: M=9.87; females: M=10.08; t(309)=.799,
p=-425) or geographic area (urban: M=9.92; rural: M=10.00; t(309)=-.219, p=.826). These findings indicate
that narrative comprehension abilities are relatively uniform across these demographic variables in the
current cohort of Vietnamese 5-year-olds.

Conversely, a one-way ANOVA revealed that maternal education had a significant impact on
children's narrative comprehension (F(4,306)=4.19, p=.003). Post-hoc comparisons using the Tukey honestly
significant difference (HSD) test identified specific disparities. Children whose mothers had a
college/vocational degree (trung cdp, cao dang) scored significantly higher than those whose mothers only
completed lower secondary education (trung hoc co s¢) (mean difference=2.58, p=.007). Similarly, children
of mothers with a bachelor’s degree (cur nhan dai hoc) outperformed those in the lower secondary group
(mean difference=2.18, p=.002). No other significant differences were found between groups. These results
highlight that higher maternal educational attainment, particularly beyond the high school level, serves as a
robust predictor for more advanced narrative performance in preschool-aged children, as shown in Table 4.

Table 4. Associations between total narrative comprehension scores and developmental, demographic factors

Factors Test statistic ~ Value  p value Result
Developmental skills
ASQ-3 communication Pearson r .024 127 Not significant
Demographics
Gender (male vs. female) t-test (£) 799 425 Not significant
Location (urban vs. rural) t-test (£) -.219 .826 Not significant
Age group (5;0-5;5 vs. 5;6-5;11) t-test (£) .027 .630 Not significant
Maternal education ANOVA (F) 4.19 .003 Significant
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4. DISCUSSION

The present study provides a comprehensive evaluation of narrative comprehension in Vietnamese
5-year-old children using MAIN. By comparing elicitation modes, examining macrostructure components,
and analyzing the influence of developmental and demographic factors, three key findings have emerged that
contribute to our understanding of early cognitive-linguistic development in a tonal syllabic language
context. First, the results demonstrated that elicitation mode significantly impacts narrative understanding.
Children consistently achieved higher comprehension scores in the retelling task compared to the storytelling
task. This gap was most pronounced in the internal state explanations category, where children struggled to
independently articulate the causal links between a character’s emotions and their actions without a prior
linguistic model. Second, an analysis of macrostructure components revealed a hierarchical pattern of
mastery. While Vietnamese children showed a robust ability to identify character goals, they faced
considerable challenges with inferences and explanations. Interestingly, a unique exception was observed in
the baby goats story, where children performed better on inferential questions during storytelling than in the
retelling of the cat story, suggesting that visual saliency might play a role in complex reasoning. Finally,
the study found that narrative comprehension at this age was remarkably stable across most demographic
variables. Factors such as gender, geographic location, and general developmental milestones (ASQ-3) did
not significantly differentiate children's performance. However, maternal education emerged as a significant
predictor, with children of university-educated mothers demonstrating superior narrative skills. This
highlighted the critical role of the home literacy environment (HLE) over broader socioeconomic or regional
factors.

4.1. Cross-linguistic comparison of narrative comprehension

The narrative comprehension performance of Vietnamese 5-year-olds in the current study aligns
with international developmental trends observed in previous research using the MAIN protocol.
Specifically, the retelling scores (M=7.21) and storytelling scores (M=5.73) in this cohort are comparable to
those reported for Swedish [21], Italian [22], Polish [23], and German [24] preschoolers. Typically
developing children across these diverse contexts demonstrate similar mastery of narrative macrostructure
when provided with the scaffolding of a model story. This cross-linguistic consistency suggests that the
ability to grasp core narrative components develops at a synchronized pace across diverse language
typologies, from the inflected systems of Germanic and Slavic languages to the tonal and syllabic structure of
Vietnamese, as presented in Table 5.

Table 5. Cross-linguistic comparison of narrative comprehension scores

Study Language Sample Ag(;;grrno)up Method chfss;((l)\g ;SSD) Scfgiess 72@’718 1D)
Current study Vietnamese 311 typically developing,  5;0-5;11 Retelling (cat) 7.04 (2.31) 7.48 (2.28)
monolingual Telling (baby goat)  5.59 (2.46) 5.93 (2.43)
Bohnacker [21] Swedish 52 5;0-7;11 Overall 6.1 (1.7; range: 2-9)
Swedish 7.1 (1.8; range: 2-9)
English 6.4 (1.5; range: 3-9)
Roch et al. [22] Ttalian 62 Italian-English 5;5 and 6;6 Retelling 8.5 (.8) for Italian
6.1 (2.4) for English
Telling 6.4 (1.5) for Italian
3.6 (1.7) for English
Otwinowska et al. [23] Polish 75 Polish-English and 3;,0-7;11 Retelling (mono) 7.42 (1.6)
75 monolinguals Telling (mono) 6.67 (1.78)
Wehmeier [24] German 436 mono- and 4,6-5;11 Retelling (cat) 6.8 (1.8) 7.0 (1.7)
bilingual German Telling (baby goat) 5.1(1.8) 5.6 (1.6)

4.2. The role of scaffolding in narrative comprehension

The significantly higher scores in the retelling mode compared to the storytelling mode (p<.001)
underscore the critical role of linguistic scaffolding in early narrative development. This finding aligns with
a robust body of cross-linguistic evidence [21]-[31]. Children perform better in retelling because the
linguistic model provide scaffolding for causal explanations. Storytelling requires independent generation,
which is more cognitively demanding. Previous research suggests that comprehension performance
following a model story (retelling) is inherently linked to short-term memory capacity, as the child must
store and retrieve specific informational cues provided by the examiner. Conversely, generating a narrative
without a prior model (storytelling) may pose a greater challenge, as children may overlook critical
structural components of the plot due to their current stage of narrative development [22]. Consequently,
as evidenced in the previous findings [23], [26], children consistently achieve superior comprehension
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scores in the retelling mode compared to the independent storytelling mode. This phenomenon can be
attributed to the “model story” acting as a linguistic scaffold, which is particularly beneficial for children in
the early stages of narrative development or those with varying language abilities.

The most striking evidence of this scaffolding effect is observed in the internal state explanations
(e.g., Q3, Q6, and Q9). While children can recognize these explanations after hearing them in the retelling of
the cat story (M=2.18), there was a marked decline in the storytelling of the baby goats story (M=1.40). This
performance gap indicates that while 5-year-old Vietnamese children possess the receptive capacity to
understand causal links between a character's internal state and their behavior, they have not yet fully
internalized these structures for independent production. Furthermore, this consistency is found from findings
from across studies in European and Indo-European monolingual and bilingual contexts, such as Arabic-
French [10], Swedish-Arabic [21], Italian-English [22], Polish-English [23], German [24], Finnish-Swedish
[25], Turkish [26], Turkish-Swedish [27], Croatian-Italian [28], Dutch [29], Greek [30], and Turkish-German
and Russian-German [31]. This suggests that the reliance on retelling as a scaffold is a universal cognitive-
linguistic strategy. Despite the distinct typological features of syllabic and tonal languages, for example
Chinese [32] and Vietnamese, the cognitive load required to integrate “internal states” into a coherent
narrative macrostructure appears to be a common developmental threshold for preschoolers globally. This
reinforces the value of using retelling not just as an assessment method, but as a crucial pedagogical tool in
Vietnamese early childhood education to bridge the gap between simple event sequencing and complex
causal reasoning. The ramification of this result is that educators should intentionally use model-based
storytelling to reduce cognitive load, allowing children to focus on mastering the 'hidden' causal links of
a story before being expected to produce them independently.

4.3. Universal and language-specific patterns in narrative comprehension

The findings of this study provide compelling evidence for the universality of narrative
macrostructure development. Regardless of the Vietnamese linguistic typologies as being a syllabic and tonal
language, the hierarchy of difficulty in comprehension questions mirrors that of children acquiring
inflectional Indo-European languages [1]. The high accuracy in identifying goals across both stories suggests
that the concept of “intentionality” is a fundamental cognitive building block that emerges early in child
development globally. However, the consistent struggle with internal state explanations (questions 3, 6, 9)
and inferences (question 10) highlights a shared developmental “bottleneck”. In many international studies
using MAIN, these components are identified as the most demanding because they require theory of mind
(ToM), the ability to attribute mental states to others and understand how those states motivate behavior [30].
The fact that Vietnamese children follow this same pattern suggests that the challenge is not rooted in
specific Vietnamese grammatical structures, but rather in the universal cognitive maturity required to process
“hidden” causalities in a story. As noted by Pearson [13], these shared developmental patterns across
different cultures confirm that understanding intentionality and mental states is a cross-linguistic milestone in
social cognition. She highlights that the MAIN instrument effectively serves as a “time-traveling” bridge,
connecting decades of narrative research to provide a reliable global baseline for identifying children who
struggle to move beyond literal event description to deep inferential comprehension.

Interestingly, the superior performance on Inferences for the baby goats story compared to the cat
story (p<.05) offers a unique language-specific or tool-specific insight. This could be interpreted as a result of
the visual saliency of the baby goat illustrations, which may be more culturally or intuitively aligned with the
experiences of Vietnamese children, allowing them to make logical leaps more easily than in the cat story.
This nuance suggests that while the “what” (macrostructure) is universal, the “how” (the way children access
that information) can be influenced by the specific stimuli provided. Critically, the significant impact of
maternal education found in our study suggests that the development of these ToM-related skills is heavily
mediated by the complexity of language used at home. This implies that children from lower-literacy
backgrounds may require more explicit instruction in internal state vocabulary to achieve parity with their
peers.

4.4. Associations between maternal education and narrative comprehension

A notable finding of this study is the significant impact of maternal education on narrative
comprehension, while other demographic factors, including gender, geographic location, and age group did
not yield significant differences. These findings are similar with other international studies on narrative
comprehension [24] and prior studies on Vietnamese-speaking narrative production [15]. The ANOVA and
Tukey post-hoc results indicated that children whose mothers held a university degree outperformed those
whose mothers had only completed lower secondary education. This finding reinforces international
perspectives on the HLE. Maternal education is often a proxy for the quality and quantity of linguistic input a
child receives. Higher maternal education likely reflects richer HLE, which support children’s ability to make
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causal inferences and explain internal states. In the Vietnamese context, more highly educated mothers are
likely to engage in “shared book reading” and use more sophisticated, decontextualized language. These
interactions often involve open-ended questions that challenge children to think about causal links and
character motives, skills that are essential for high performance in the MAIN assessment.

The absence of significant differences between urban and rural groups in MAIN scores suggests that
the national preschool curriculum for 5-year-olds in Vietnam is providing a relatively equitable foundation of
basic narrative skills across the country. This parity may also be attributed to the unique environmental
advantages of rural settings; while rural areas may lack certain educational facilities compared to cities,
children there often have more frequent opportunities to engage with the natural environment. Consequently,
the animal characters and outdoor scenarios featured in the MAIN stories (such as cats, goats, and birds) may
be more familiar and integrated into the daily discourse of rural children than those living in highly urbanized
areas. This environmental familiarity likely offsets infrastructural disadvantages, resulting in comparable
narrative performance. However, the disparity based on maternal education remains, implying that for
higher-order linguistic skills, such as understanding internal states and making inferences, targeted domestic
interaction remains the decisive factor, outweighing regional or environmental differences. The stability of
scores across gender and location indicates a promising level of developmental uniformity in the sampled
regions. However, the disparity based on maternal education serves as a critical indicator for future policy;
it suggests that standardized narrative tools like MAIN can come in handy for identifying “at-risk” children
early, enabling targeted support that focuses on cognitive-linguistic reasoning rather than just surface-level
vocabulary.

4.5. Practical implications for educators and policymakers

The findings offer critical implications for the Vietnamese educational landscape. For educators,
the medium effect size of the retelling advantage (d=.59) justifies a shift from passive storytelling to active,
scaffolded retelling tasks in the classroom. Teachers should use explicit linguistic models to help children
bridge the gap between event sequencing and causal reasoning. For policymakers, the significant impact of
maternal education highlights the need for family-literacy programs that support children from lower-literacy
backgrounds. Furthermore, these results provide a validated framework for index 31 of the national
standards. Integrating standardized tools like MAIN into the national curriculum will allow for data-driven
identification of children at risk for language delays, ensuring they receive targeted support based on
evidence-based benchmarks rather than subjective observation.

5. CONCLUSION

This study established the first normative baseline for narrative comprehension in 5-year-old
Vietnamese-speaking children using the MAIN framework. The findings provided robust evidence that while
Vietnamese preschoolers effectively identified concrete character goals, they faced a universal developmental
bottleneck in explaining internal states and making causal inferences. A key theoretical contribution was the
confirmation that narrative macrostructure followed a consistent developmental hierarchy even in a tonal,
syllabic language like Vietnamese, independent of gender or geographic location. While maternal education
emerged as a significant predictor of proficiency, the overall stability of scores suggested a promising level
of developmental uniformity across the sampled urban and rural regions.

Practically, these results offered a granular, evidence-based expansion of “Index 31” within the
Vietnam national standards for 5-year-old children, justifying the formal inclusion of narrative comprehension
in the national preschool curriculum. By shifting the focus from surface-level event sequencing to “deep”
comprehension of character motivations, this study provided Vietnamese educators and the burgeoning
speech-language therapy profession with a validated framework to differentiate typical developmental
variations from genuine language disorders. Future research should employ longitudinal designs to track how
these preschool narrative milestones predict later academic success and expand the scope to include children
from diverse ethnic minority groups to ensure broader representativeness in the Vietnamese context.
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