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Test Review: The Test of Narrative Language (TNL)

	Name of Test: The Test of Narrative Language

	Author(s): Ronald A. Gillam and Nils A. Pearson

	Publisher/Year: Pro-Ed 2004

	Forms: one

	Age Range: 5 years, 0 months, to 11 years, 11 months

	Norming Sample

Norming occurred from Fall 2001 to Spring and Fall of 2002. The sample was constructed by the Pro-Ed customer base (i.e., clinicians who have purchased language tests in TNL targeted age range). 

Total Number: 1 059 children

Number and Age: stratified by age

Location: 20 states in four geographic regions. Sample based on school age data from Statistical Abstract of the United States, 2001

Demographics: gender, race/ethnicity (based on total population data)  

Rural/Urban: not specified

SES: family income (based on Sourcebook America, 2000)

Other (Please Specify): Exceptionality was reported: learning disorder, articulation disorder, emotional disturbance, hearing impaired, language disorder, attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder, gifted and talented, and other disability. Interestingly, though a sample percentage was given, percentage of population for language disorder, ADD/ADHD, gifted and talented, and multiple disability were listed as “NA-not appropriate” on Table 4.1 Demographic characteristics of the normative sample (Gillam & Pearson, 2004, p. 38).

Comment: The percentage of the sample closely approximated the percentage of U.S. population. On that count, the sample gives confidence to users regarding representativeness. However, I think that the number of children in the 5 years age group was small n=83 (8% of sample), almost less than half of the numbers in the other age groups: 6 yr n=156, 7 yr. n=182, 8 yr n=192, 9 yr n=145, 10 yr n=167, and 11 yr n=134. Overall, these seem to be small numbers. How does this affect scores, etc, later? 

Comment: The Buros reviewers both point to overrepresentation of upper income levels and lower number of 5 yr olds. One reviewer further states, “upper income groups …problematic because of the language abilities of children from more advantaged backgrounds” (Baxter & Van Lingen, 2005, p. 1041).  



	Summary Prepared By:  Eleanor Stewart 10 and13 Jul 07

	Test Description/Overview

The TNL is intended to be used to measure children’s ability to understand and tell stories. As a standardized measure of narrative language abilities, the TNL addresses “textual memory, textual cohesion, textual organization, and the ability to formulate multiple sentences around a common theme” (Gillam & Pearson, 2004, p. 8). Table 1.2 offers studies that demonstrate the difficulties with narrative dimensions among children with language disorders.

The TNL is unique in its approach to sampling children’s spoken language. Language sampling is well-developed for younger preschool age children, with considerable work led by Jon Miller and David Yoder at The University of Wisconsin (see, for example, Miller,1981; Miller & Chapman, 1993). For children of the age targeted by the TNL, there were few, if any, standardized procedures for analyzing spoken language. Additionally, the authors have developed a scoring system that is easy to use and likely time efficient. Theirs is an important contribution to the assessment of language skills in school age children. 

Comment:  Table 1.2 is helpful for the clinician thinking about how the child is performing on narrative tasks. For example, one study points to difficulties with drawing inferences (Gillam & Pearson, 2004).

Comment: I did not find information about how the test items or tasks were initially chosen though that is perhaps assumed from the Introduction where the authors provide an overview of narrative development as well as description of dimensions of narrative discourse. Later in Chapter 4 on “Normative Information”, the authors report on item discrimination and item difficulty analyses. They state that 26 items were dropped as a result.

Comment from The Buros reviewer states, “the relationship between the definitions and constructs presented and the actual scores resulting from the TNL are not always clear and deserve greater elucidation” (Baxter & Van Lingen, 2005, p. 1044).

The authors list four uses: 

1. “to identify children who have language impairments” when “combined with other measures”,

2. “to determine whether there is a discrepancy between narrative comprehension and oral narrative production”,

3. “to document progress”, and

4. “to measure narrative language in research studies” (Gillam & Pearson, 2004, pp. 8-9).

The test kit consists of the examiner’s manual, a picture book, and test record forms. The picture book contains coloured line drawings for tasks 3-6. The front page of the 8 page record form contains identifying information, a summary of scores and a section for observations. Inside the form, beginning on page 2, each task is laid out in format (no picture cues or sequenced pictures), with directions, and response targets. The directions for instructing the child appear in paragraph form and are printed in blue to distinguish them from surrounding information. The kit is stored in a cardboard box. An audiotape recorder is required to tape the child’s response. 

Narration tasks include (1) Oral retell (McDonald’s restaurant story), (2) Picture sequence story formulation following adult model (Late for School), and (3) Story formulation from single picture following adult model (Aliens).

Purpose of Test: to measure narrative comprehension and oral narrative production

Areas Tested: Narrative comprehension and Oral Narration

· Oral Language  FORMCHECKBOX 
 Vocabulary: information such as describes objects  FORMCHECKBOX 
 Grammar uses same tense throughout story and uses grammatically correct sentences  FORMCHECKBOX 
 Narratives setting, characters, story elements, and story  

· Listening  FORMCHECKBOX 
 narrative comprehension: answers questions about story
Who can Administer: Examiners should have basic testing knowledge and assessment training and coursework.

Administration Time: The authors state that completion of the six tasks has no time limits but that administration would take between 15 and 25 minutes. Scoring takes an additional 20 minutes for examiners familiar with the procedures. 



	Test Administration (General and Subtests): 

Examiners are encouraged to familiarize themselves with the test and to practice administration and scoring the examples provided in Appendix E (Gillam & Pearson, 2004) several times. 

The test should be administered in a comfortable and quiet location. The entire test administration should be audiotaped. The comprehension items should be scored as they are administered while the remaining tasks are scored from the tape. The authors state that examiners should “listen to each story at least three times while making scoring judgments.” (Gillam & Pearson, 2004, p.12) so that accuracy in transcription is achieved for scoring. 

The test consists of six subtests, in two areas addressing aspects of narrative comprehension and oral narration: 

The first two subtests involve the examiner’s telling of a story without picture cues. By proceeding in this way, the authors reduce the possibility of a bias against children who may not have had this type of experience. The examiner asks the child a series of questions based on the story or asks the child to retell the story just read aloud by the examiner (“Now tell the story back to me”). 

The second and subsequent subtests involve the presentation of pictures to assess narrative comprehension and to elicit oral narrative responses. In oral narrative subtests, the child is directed to retell a story just heard, tell a story sequence based on a picture sequence, or generate a story with a picture with only one probe question: How does this story start? Narrative comprehension requires that the child respond to examiner questions.



	Test Interpretation:

Scoring for each subtest is described in detail in the manual beginning on page12. Throughout this section, examples of responses are provided. Interpretation based on raw scores is found in Chapter 3, “Interpreting the Results” (Gillam & Pearson, 2004, p. 27). This chapter explains the types of scores, what the scores measure, and their meaning.

Comment: The manual is easy to read and clearly defines the scores. 

The chapter concludes with a section titled, “Cautions in Interpreting Test Results” (Gillam & Pearson, 2004, p. 34). Here, the authors outline three cautions in interpreting test results: “test reliability is a cause for concern, tests do not diagnose, and test results don’t necessarily translate directly into clinical programs”. 

Comment: Though these are common cautions, I think this review is helpful especially for new clinicians (or older ones who have forgotten). These cautions are also useful in communicating to others when reporting a child’s test results. I would encourage clinicians to be prepared using these cautions when having to explain any test limitations they feel are appropriate for a particular child.

Comment: The Buros reviewer noted one small scoring error in which the examiner asks “Where did they eat?” when in fact the family in the story did not actually eat their meal. However, a response correctly indicating this was marked incorrect. The reviewer suggests better wording is needed. The reviewer stated, “One item on the TNL appears problematic. On the McDonald's story, question 6 asks, 'Where did they eat?' In the story the family is not described as eating. It ends with the family having ordered their food and the mother discovering she has left her purse at home. A response indicating that the story did not tell if the family ate at McDonald's or not is coded as incorrect. Better wording of the question may be to ask where the family went to eat” (Baxter & Van Lingen, 2005). 



	Standardization: 

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 Age equivalent scores  FORMCHECKBOX 
 Percentiles  FORMCHECKBOX 
 Standard scores  for Narrative Comprehension (NC) and Oral Narration (ON) subtests including qualitative descriptors: very poor to very superior according to standard score range (see Table 3.1 , Gillam & Pearson, 2004, p. 30) 

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 Other: Narrative Language Ability Index (NLAI) is a composite index standard score (sum of the two subtest NC and ON scores) with mean of 100 and SD of +/-15.

The development of the scores is described in Chapter 4, “Normative Information”. The authors state that a normalized distribution of raw scores was used to calculate the three standard scores (i.e., subtest standard scores, X=10+/-3 and composite score, the NLAI, X=100+/-15). Roid’s continuous norming procedure was used to develop the standard scores (see the test manual for more details about the method which uses polynomial regression, p.40). The distribution was chosen to align with tests familiar to clinicians such as the TOLD-P3, TOLD-3, TACL-3, WISC-3, WJ-III, and “many other popular tests of language and aptitude” (Gillam & Pearson, 2004, p. 40). Regarding percentile ranks, which the authors describe as “convenient and popular” (p. 41), they outline the procedure taken but also point readers to several articles that discuss limitations of percentiles, including the classic 1984 article by McCauley and Swisher.  

The authors take care in describing how to use and interpret the various types of scores (Chapter 3 “Interpreting the TNL Results” Gillam & Pearson, 2004, p.29). 



	Reliability:

Internal consistency of items:  The authors report that “coefficient alphas were calculated at seven intervals using data from the entire normative sample” (Gillam & Pearson, 2004, p. 43). Using Guilford’s formula, coefficient alphas calculated for NLAI were averaged using z-transformation techniques. Averaged numbers are presented in Tables 5.1 and 5.2 (p. 44). Results:

· NC average .76

· ON average.87

· NLAI average .88

Standard Errors of Measurement (SEMs)

· NC average .2

· ON average .1

· NLAI  average .5

Authors also presented data for selected subgroups of the standardization sample which they state represented “a broad spectrum of populations” (Gillam & Pearson, 2004, p. 44). Alphas ranged ranged from .78 (female subgroup, NC) to .94 (language delayed, NLA).

Test-retest: 27 children (ages 5 to 10 years, in Austin, TX) who were “primarily” children with language disorders receiving intervention (n=20 LD, n=6 typical developing, n=1 learning disabled) were retested. Sample characteristics were: 62% boys, 44% Euro-Americans, 30% African American, and12% Hispanic. The interval was “approximately 2 weeks” (Gillam & Pearson, 2004). The authors calculated mean standard scores and SDs for time 1 and time 2 and correlations. Results corrected (uncorrected) reliability coefficients were reported: 

· r = .85 (.90)

· r = .82 (.80)

· r = .81 (.88)
The authors state that “resulting coefficients are large enough to support the idea that TNL scores contain minimal time-sampling error” (Gillam & Pearson, 2004, p. 45). 

Comment from The Buros reviewer states, “Only the uncorrected Narrative Comprehension subtest score meets the .90 criteria for use of tests to make individual educational decisions about children (Salvia & Ysseldyke, 2004). Test-retest reliabilities were not separately calculated for different ages. Thus, the test-retest data are based on a small, non-representative group and are not strong enough for clinical decision-making” (Baxter & Van Lingen, 2005, p. 1041).

Inter-rater: Upfront (the first statement in this section) the authors state, “Interscorer reliability for tests such as the TNL is a serious concern because a certain amount of subjectivity is involved in scoring a child’s responses despite clear scoring criteria” (Gillam & Pearson, 2004, p. 45).

Scorer reliability was investigated in two ways: 

1. Intra-rater between audiotape scoring and scoring of written transcripts of ON tasks was determined.  Two trained examiners transcribed tapes. Then two raters, trained by the authors, scored 75 stories (42 children, ages 5 to 7years, and 33 children ages 9 to 11 years), with a two-week interval.  Percent agreement was calculated. Results showed percent agreement for McDonalds story to be 98%, Late for School to be 93%, and Aliens to be 91%.

2. Inter-rater reliability was demonstrated by having two raters, one trained by authors and the other unfamiliar with the TNL independently rate audiotapes of 40 children selected from the norming sample. These children were: 80% European American, 10% African American, 10% Hispanic, 10% Other; and n=12 normally achieving, n=16 language disordered, n=6 learning disabled, and n=1 Asberger’s syndrome. Percentage agreement was calculated for each subtest. Results showed percent agreement at 94% for NC and 90% for ON. The authors also used Cohen’s kappa for each TNL item. Results for NC were .03-1.00, x=.77. ON results were .04 to 1.0 with x=.71. Referring to guidelines by Fleiss and by Cicchetti and Sparrow, the authors state, “According to these guidelines the mean kappas are excellent for the Narration Comprehension subtest and good for the Oral Narration subtest” (Gillam & Pearson, 2004, p. 47).

Comment: Referring back to the Renfrew Bus Story, I remember the low inter-rater reliability, which Renfrew authors cautioned against.



	Validity: 

Content: The authors describe their rationale for the format of the test and for the selection of items using research evidence to support their choices (Gillam & Pearson, 2004, pp. 50-53). 

Comment: I found this section informative and convincing. It was a quick review of an area that I am less familiar with. 

Also in this section, the authors turn to “quantitative evidence for the TNL’s content-description validity” (Gillam & Pearson, 2004, p. 53). Here, they describe item discrimination and item difficulty statistics. As a result of these analyses, 26 items were deleted from the experimental version. Further, they report analyses for the normative sample. In table format, they report the “discrimination coefficients (corrected for part-whole effect) and item difficulties. The median discriminating powers and percentages of difficulty reported at the bottom of each table demonstrate clearly that the test items satisfy the requirements previously described and provide evidence of content-description validity” (p. 55). Comment: Although I am less clear about these analyses, the results look convincing.

Criterion Prediction Validity: In the first of two studies reported, scores for 47 children ages 5 to 10 years in 3 states were compared to the Spoken Language Quotient (SLQ) of TOLD-P3. The authors found corrected and uncorrected coefficients < .70 indicating a strong relationship between the two tests as measures of language ability. The second study examined the relationship between the TNL and language samples analyses.  A total of 105 (15 at each age level) transcripts were coded for conversation units and transcribed using Systematic Analysis of Language Transcripts (SALT). SALT results were presented in terms of total number of words, number of different words, mean length of utterance, MLU in morphemes, total number of clauses, and number of story grammar propositions. Using raw scores from TNL and the NLAI correlated with SALT results, they authors found coefficients in moderate to large range (.45 for total number words NC to .79 - very large for number of different words ON). The authors state, “The magnitude of the coefficients supports the criterion-prediction validity of the test. Further, these correlations indicate that children’s TNL scores are related to the types of language measure that are commonly applied to narrative samples” (Gillam & Pearson, 2004, p. 58).   

Construct Identification Validity: Three studies reporting construct identification in relation to age differentiation, group differentiation, and factor analysis were reported. Age differentiation was demonstrated with the children’s performance means increasing with increasing age. Correlation coefficients were calculated to be .50 and .57 for NC and ON respectively (statistically significant at p <.0001 level). Groups differentiation was reported by mean standard scores for groups in a sample by race/ethnicity and exceptionality. Results showed no differences between “mainstream and minority” scores while differences were evidenced for disability groups were as expected. Factor analysis supports evidence of “general narrative ability”. 

Comment: However, the Buros reviewer points out that further evidence is needed to examine the relationship between Narrative Comprehension and Oral Narration (Baxter & Van Lingen, 2005). 

Differential Item Functioning: Refer also to section above on Content Validity. The authors also conducted an analysis to address item bias. Using a logistic regression procedure on the entire normative sample, 290 comparisons were made with 5 found to be statistically significant at the .001 level (3 regarded “negligible magnitude”, one “moderate”, and one was “large”). The authors decided to keep these items in the test, stating, “both these items had good discrimination and difficulty characteristics… Further, total scores were not affected significantly by removing these items” (Gillam & Pearson, 2004, p.56), therefore, gender, race, and ethnic bias were ruled out by the authors.

Other: Sensitivity, specificity, and positive prediction exceed .85 thus providing evidence for the valid use of TNL in the identification of children with language disorders based on positive prediction outcome analyses (Gillam & Pearson, 2004, p. 62). The authors detail studies of 76 children with language impairment and 76 typical children in matched sample. Comment: This section has a very good explanation of sensitivity and specificity. As well, the authors note that there is some controversy about rigor.

Comment from the Buros reviewer: The authors also claim that comparisons of scores for European Americans, African Americans, and Hispanic Americans on the subtests and NLAI support the TNL's construct validity. However, inspection of the means suggests that the subtests and composite may not measure the same thing in the three groups. The subtest standard scores vary between 9 and 10 for the two latter groups whereas that of the European Americans is 10. On the NLAI, the groups' average standard scores are 102, 95, and 94, suggesting that the scores for African American and Hispanic American children are 1/3 of a standard deviation away from the mean and 7 and 8 points, respectively, below the European American children. This suggests that these skills are influenced by culture (e.g., Berman, 2001), and the TNL is assessing the differences. Exploratory factor analysis identified the two subtest factors. Confirmatory factor analysis confirmed the development of the NLAI from the tasks (Baxter & Van Lingen, 2005, p. 1042).

Criterion-prediction validity included comparing the TNL and the Spoken Language Quotient of the Test of Language Development-Primary: Third Edition (TOLD-P: 3) for 47 language-impaired children between the ages of 5 and 10 years. Their scores were similar; however, the TOLD-P: 3 is normed only for children between the ages of 4 years, 0 months and 8years, 11months. TNL scores and language samples collected from TNL audio recordings for a sample of 105 children with and without disabilities were similar but it is very possible that the TNL language samples may not be as rich as samples taken in different situations. Evidence of construct validity was demonstrated by increased performance on the TNL with age, differentiation between children with and without language disabilities, and the ability of the TNL to accurately identify children with and without language disabilities. 



	Summary/Conclusions/Observations: 

In the Acknowledgements, the authors invite users to submit their comments and suggestions for improving the TNL. 

In a section, “Follow-Up Measures”, the authors make an important point that story telling is culturally specific (Gillam & Pearson, 2004, p.33). In this way, examiners should be alerted to carefully and cautiously interpret the performance of children who are culturally different. Additionally, I think that we need to be aware of children who come from “low print-low talk” environments who may at first glance appear to be from so-called mainstream homes.

As stated earlier (in Test Description), these authors have made an important contribution with the development of this test and its accompanying procedures for language sample analysis for school age children. 

Throughout the manual the authors offer their concerns about tests and testing. I agree with what they say, but does it need to be in a test manual? In some ways, it seems odd to expound on test limitations when you are trying to promote the value of your own test. On the other hand, perhaps this is a forum for examiner education and for many clinicians information such as this contained in a manual that they will use is probably the only time they will be exposed to these concerns.



	Clinical/Diagnostic Usefulness:  

The manual is clearly organized and easy to read, making it accessible to both novice and experienced examiners. While I appreciate the thoroughness with which the authors outline their test development, I am left feeling that this test was rushed to publication. I think that the norming sample, while adequate just feels too small, especially as I work with children at the lower age ranges (5 years) as do many other speech-language pathologists.

I think that it is important to remember that TNL only assesses narrative skills and is not a definitive measure of language ability as tempting as it may be to just administer this one test due to its strong psychometric evidence. I would be afraid that the TNL would be used alone to make candidacy decisions rather than as one test in a battery of tests, so clinicians and others using this test should be reminded that it addresses narrative language abilities. A different test, such as the CELF-4 should be chosen for that purpose. When time is short, clinicians need to be strategic.

While the importance of narrative abilities is clear in my mind as a speech-language pathologist, I think that it would have been beneficial for the authors to have shown links to curriculum so that it is easier for clinicians and teachers to proceed in using the TNL information in a valuable way. The importance of integrative language skills needs to be highlighted as related to classroom tasks. Though this may be clear to some clinicians, the extra support found in print in a manual such as this is appreciated. For example, see CELF-4 manual (bear in mind that CELF-4 developers specifically had curriculum in mind as they updated).

I would choose the TNL over the Renfrew Bus Story to identify children with language disorders due to the psychometrics. However, I understand that the Bus Story is used more frequently by clinicians as it is older and more identifiable.
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